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This dissertation examines a widely practiced but often under-valued and under-examined 
component of teaching: the comments that teachers write on students’ papers. I explore the 
intellectual and pedagogical work of written comments and the role of the teacher as the reader 
of student texts. In the first half, I focus on teachers as readers of student writing. I trace what I 
call a pedagogy of practical criticism—which operates primarily through close attention to 
student texts—through a group of teachers including I.A. Richards, Reuben Brower, Theodore 
Baird, William E. Coles, Jr., Mina Shaughnessy, and David Bartholomae. I also examine the 
common argument that teachers should restrain their authority when reading and responding to 
students’ papers, and I argue that we should consider the positive, productive role of authority in 
teaching. I analyze scholarship on the issues of authority and appropriation, and I use student 
papers to look at how teachers negotiate their own authority in their response. 
In the second half, I focus on students as readers of teachers’ response, with emphasis on 
the difficulties students face in interpreting what their teachers have written. I examine teachers’ 
response in the context of other texts that bear commentary, such as William Blake’s marginalia 
and Jewish biblical commentaries, paying special attention to the ways in which these texts 
embody both stasis, in the form of the words fixed on the page, and change, which happens 
through the dynamic and unpredictable work of readers. I foreground the potential difficulty of 
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the more flexible kind of reading that comments often demand of students in asking them to 
change their own work or to think about it differently. I also examine the difficulty created by the 
differences between the knowledge and experience of, on one hand, the teachers who write the 
comments and, on the other hand, the students who must interpret them. I analyze a number of 
student texts with comments, and I consider the potential for learning that these comments 
offer—as well as reasons why that potential may not always be fulfilled when students revise. 
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1.0  INTRODUCTION 
Comments can do strange things to a piece of writing. For the reader who comes to a comment-
bearing text, the comments can change the text, sometimes subtly, sometimes dramatically. What 
might appear certain in the original text can suddenly seem tenuous, and many gaps become 
visible only when another reader points them out. Alternatively, what initially might seem to be a 
mass of jumbled thoughts can contain something more coherent, once another reader recognizes 
the connections. Comments remind us that we read and write not in a vacuum, but in the 
company of many other readers and writers. James Slevin offers this illustration from his own 
experience: 
I was taking English 1 from Rene Fortin, and the paper was a three-page, double-spaced 
close reading of Moby-Dick.  The teacher’s script was legible and gentle, sloping.  The 
comment went like this:  “Here [arrow to a sentence] you make Melville sound like Plato.  
Here [another arrow to another sentence] he sounds like Aristotle!  Which is he?  Which 
are you?” While not exactly Chapman’s Homer, this comment was news to me.  What 
had been a straightforward, required paper with no one really in it was suddenly 
populated by a small crowd: Plato, Aristotle, Melville, Fortin, Slevin. We were all 
gathered there in that little one-inch margin, on erasable paper, my writing inexplicably 
transformed into an object of cultural attention and interrogation.  (Slevin 200) 
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Slevin dramatizes the way in which a teacher’s written comments changed the way he thought of 
his own text and of himself as the writer, transforming an experience of fulfilling a course 
requirement into one of intellectual conversation. And even when the audience for commentary 
is not the writer himself, the comments change the experience of reading. People often write in 
books because they want to affect a subsequent reading, whether it is to remind themselves of 
something, as in personal reading notes students make in their school books, or to control (or 
attempt to control) the interpretations of large readerships, as in published biblical commentaries. 
Written comments interfere with interpretation and may influence the outcome of a reading; I 
first read Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses on Art in studying William Blake’s annotations 
rather than Reynolds himself, and I now cannot think of Reynolds without also thinking of 
Blake’s sharply critical commentary. One of the goals of this project is to think about how 
comments can teach by interfering with the way writers read their own work, introducing another 
perspective into the process of interpretation. 
 A large part of the motivation for this project comes from my sense that some of the 
most important work that gets done in the classes in which I have been both a teacher and a 
student happens when students revise their writing in response to another’s reading—reading 
which is usually the teacher’s and usually represented in the form of written comments. When I 
look back on my career as a student, from grade school to graduate school, and focus on the 
moments where some kind of meaningful change was taking place in my thinking, they all 
involved the interventions, usually but not always written, of a teacher.  I have learned the 
most—more than from any book, seminar, or lecture—by revising in response to written 
comments. The most productive moments often involved fairly directive, heavy-handed 
interventions, in which a teacher would challenge, push, or question, sometimes giving quite 
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specific directions—for example, to make a section of a paper twice as long, or to write a certain 
number of sentences in response to a passage I had quoted. Sometimes a teacher would flat out 
disagree with me and suggest strongly that I argue from a different perspective to see how a 
change in approach could work. It has often been the case that only after completing a set of 
specific instructions, moving through the particular steps laid out for me by someone else, was I 
able to see what the teacher was getting at, why she had wanted me to do this work in this way. 
Even if I did not always agree with the result, I usually found that I had learned something about 
reading and writing that I did not know before.  
In my experience, such successful revision in response to another’s input—and by 
“successful” I mean revision in which the writer comes to understand something new, and in 
which the final draft is in some way better than the first—usually happens as the result of 
tremendous effort and full engagement. My own process almost always follows the same pattern. 
The first phase involves receiving and reading comments, and I tend initially to feel 
overwhelmed by the difficulty of understanding how someone else has interpreted my text, a 
difficulty I imagine my students often share. This difficulty has several sources. I, of course, 
understand what I was trying to say, and I may not see problems with my own text that will be 
apparent to other readers. Teachers often see where a text has not gone far enough or where 
connections need to be made more explicitly. If I, the writer, think I am finished (or close to it), 
it is often quite difficult for me to see that there is more work to be done—not difficult to believe 
it, necessarily, but difficult actually to recognize and understand the ways in which the text that I 
thought was complete is not. It takes great effort to understand this other reader’s interpretation 
of my text because the teacher—with a different set of knowledge and experience—will most 
likely frame my text differently than I do, asking questions that I may not even have been 
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thinking of. Part of the work of reading comments is to process this different perspective, to try 
to understand it and see my own work through another’s lens. I must try to understand what this 
reader sees, and why. I rarely understand a reader’s comments fully before I have done 
substantial revision in response to them. 
In the second phase, I move from reading and thinking about the comments to working 
on the text itself. As I said, reading comments is often an initially discouraging experience, not 
because the comments themselves are necessarily negative but because of the difficulty of taking 
them in, and I often linger in the first stage, working up the motivation to move on. But 
eventually, I must begin to revise; I must return to the words on the page. I usually start at the 
place in the text where I feel that I have the best understanding of what my reader has said to me. 
Often performing one set of changes helps me to understand other aspects of the comments, 
which shows me where to go next. Or perhaps I know what my reader is asking me to do but I do 
not understand why; performing the revision sometimes helps me to understand by forcing me to 
think through the particular changes that must be made on the page, which then allows me to 
evaluate the result. Sometimes I do not know where to start, and I decide instead to follow up on 
an idea of my own, which more often than not leads me into making revisions that are at least 
partly related to my reader’s response, either because my own thinking takes me there or because 
the response has been percolating in the back of my mind, becoming clearer even as my attention 
is focused on other matters. There is no regularity to this process, but it consistently involves a 
weaving together of the reader’s comments and my changes to the text as I move back and forth 
between them, both occupying my mind at once. As I come to understand my reader, I must also 
decide when to push back, when a reader’s desires conflict with my own or threaten to eclipse 
my own project. 
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The last phase is one of reflection. At the end of a set of revisions that results in a new 
draft, I often find that I circle back to step one; if I sit back and re-read the comments, I usually 
understand them in a much more complete way than I did upon the first reading. In a teaching 
situation, this understanding, I would argue, is often as much the point of writing as the final text 
that is produced. I do not mean to say that the text itself is not valuable—it is, tremendously, and 
the revision process is more likely to produce knowledge if that text is taken seriously and kept 
present, an idea that I explore in Chapter 1. But in a pedagogical situation, the point of writing is 
often not only to produce a text that will be read by others, but to learn something from the 
experience of writing and revising that text; this feature is part of the peculiar sphere that is the 
composition course, or any course that takes writing seriously as a means of teaching and 
learning. If I take this study as an example, I can say that not only is the text valuable as a means 
of conveying the knowledge I have both acquired and produced, but that the process of writing 
and revising in response to other readers has itself been essential to the production of that 
knowledge. This experience has encouraged me to engage with other ways of thinking and 
knowing and to modify my own ways of thinking and knowing in response. 
This description of learning through revision stands in contrast to the experiences of 
many students and teachers. It is important to note that I am at a stage as a writer where I can 
often choose my teachers and my readers, so it is likely that I will value what they say to me, 
even when I disagree. This, of course, is not the case for many student writers. The process of 
revising in response to teachers is often quite messy, plagued by misjudgments and misreadings. 
Students often do not understand the comments their teachers write, and sometimes they do not 
read them at all. Many teachers read paper after paper, wondering whether students have read or 
understood their comments. This study also grows out of a desire to explore this disconnect I 
 6 
have noticed with respect to written comments. On the one hand, I know with certainty from my 
own experience as a writer that comments can be tremendously effective. On the other hand, 
though, I know from my experience as a teacher, and from talking with other teachers, that for all 
the time and energy we put into writing comments, they can also be frustratingly ineffective. My 
goal in this project has not necessarily been to present specific reasons for this difference in 
experience or to prescribe a technique for writing dazzlingly effective comments every time, but 
rather to think in an extended way about the role teachers play as active readers of their students’ 
writing, the work that comments can do, and what it means to teach by writing them. I have also 
been concerned with exploring possible reasons that students might find comments difficult to 
engage with. Perhaps in this indirect way, this project can help teachers to improve their own 
commenting practices by offering a deeper way of thinking about what it is we are doing when 
we respond to our students’ writing. 
Several strains of thought in composition studies underpin this project. These ideas 
represent what I think is important and what I think teaching composition should be. There are 
other legitimate ways of thinking, of course, but these are the ideas that have been important for 
me. One of these is a particular version of writing as a process that occurs in time and across a 
number of drafts and involves looking back at what one has written in order to move forward. 
One example is the recursive approach used by Mariolina Salvatori, in which the teacher 
frequently asks students to reflect in writing on their reading and then to do more writing in 
response to their reflections.1 Another example is the method described by Ann E. Berthoff in 
Forming/Thinking/Writing, in which writers are asked to write, look back at their writing, and 
then write more. Written comments fit into the interstices of this process, appearing in the 
                                                 
1 For a detailed account of this method, which is based on Salvatori’s theorization of difficulty as an element of 
reading and learning, see The Elements (and Pleasures) of Difficulty. 
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margins in between the writer’s active periods. Like Berthoff’s “assisted invitations,” written 
comments can direct writers to look back at what they have done and then continue to write, 
allowing the observations that both the reader and the writer have made to influence the writing 
they continue to do. Comments introduce the observations of another into the experience of 
writing and revising a series of drafts, and they bring in an important element to which the writer 
must respond in some way as she decides how to proceed. As Slevin’s anecdote suggests, a 
teacher’s comments can help a student to see his own text in a new way, which can change the 
course of subsequent revision and the learning that can result. 
This study of written comments also intersects with another line of thinking, one which 
takes composition to be the work of developing ideas through the practice of manipulating words 
on a page rather than through some other mode of thinking—for example, through reading, 
listening to lectures, or talking with others. I am largely indebted to David Bartholomae for this 
way of understanding composition: 
Composition – or, those professionals willing to work on student writing – has a 
particularly valuable (or, perhaps “novel” or “unexploited”) way of imagining 
criticism as something to be learned in practice, perhaps learned at the point of 
practice. This is different from studying the work of critics or theorists. Composition 
– or, the space within English studies where student writing is a central concern – is 
positioned to promote practical criticism because of its historic concern for the space 
on the page and what it might mean to do work there and not somewhere else. 
(Bartholomae 333) 
This way of thinking about composition is important to my project because comments, set down 
on the physical page as they are, have the potential to direct attention toward the words 
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themselves and to keep the emphasis on the student’s text (although many teachers’ comments 
do not necessarily focus on the text itself). They call attention to the way in which a writer works 
out a position or an idea through a series of changes made on the page.  
Written comments embody both of these strains of thought—writing as a recursive 
process that involves a great deal of reading and reflection over time and as a product composed 
of words written on a page. They do this by making another’s reading visible alongside (or 
appended to, in the case of lengthier endnotes) a primary text that is, for the moment, still and 
unchanging but that will soon enter a period of active rewriting in response to that reading. 
Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger Chartier foreground this distinction between reading and writing 
in the introduction to A History of Reading in the West, which they begin with this passage by 
Michel de Certeau: 
Far from being writers—founders of their own place, heirs of the peasants of earlier ages 
now working on the soil of language, diggers of wells and builders of houses, readers are 
travelers; they move across lands belonging to someone else, like nomads poaching their 
way across fields they did not write, despoiling the wealth of Egypt to enjoy it 
themselves. (Certeau, quoted in Cavallo and Chartier, 1) 
Certeau is not referring to student writers and teacher readers—or, for that matter, any writers in 
the process of composing their yet-to-be-published texts and the readers of their works-in-
progress—but the qualities of writing and reading that he describes hold true for the reading and 
writing of students and teachers. When student writers set words down on the page, those words 
take on a kind of permanence, even if the text is an early draft. Readers, in contrast, move 
through texts that are not their own, constructing meanings that the writer does not completely 
control. In response to Certeau, Cavallo and Chartier describe the difference between writing and 
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reading as “a fundamental distinction between a written mark—something fixed, lasting, 
preserving—and its readings, which are always of the order of the ephemeral, plurality and 
invention” (Chartier 1). Written comments exist at the intersection of the two. The come into 
being at a moment when the reader becomes at the same time a writer, responding to language 
with language by putting down words to reflect the reading she has done. Part of the work of this 
study is to foreground the way in which comments sit at this intersection in the hope that this 
way of understanding the situation of commenting will provide teachers with a fruitful 
perspective for rethinking their own commenting practices. 
Another part of the work of this study is to call attention to the way in which comments 
exist in the context of the student text and not apart from it in some way. A review of the 
scholarship on teachers’ written comments from the last three decades reveals that many of the 
essays on commenting focus on what the teacher has written but do not present those comments 
along with the student text to which they respond. Some of this work is interesting and raises 
important issues, such as Summer Smith’s 1997 Bakhtinian study of endnotes as a genre. Smith 
looks at endnotes on over 300 papers and shows the ways in which teachers conform to, and 
sometimes depart from, certain conventions in writing comments. Her work is quite useful in 
making teachers more aware of the generic conventions that govern their responses, but even 
though she argues that teachers should adapt their endnotes to each student’s particular paper, 
she does not present the comments with the papers to which they respond. In another example, 
for their 1993 study of the comments written on 3,000 student papers, Robert Connors and 
Andrea Lunsford did not read the student papers at all; they only read and classified the teachers’ 
comments. In both studies, Smith and Connors and Lunsford were working with large numbers 
of papers, and it is likely that looking closely at student papers along with the comments would 
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not have suited their particular projects. Even so, the absence of the students’ voices means that 
the reader does not get a sense of the conversation of which the comments were originally a part. 
Some scholars have included student texts in both their analysis of teachers’ comments and in 
the articles that present that analysis, but a surprising amount of work does not take the student 
text into consideration. While it is possible to pursue some questions about comments without 
extensive study of the student papers on which they are written, I would argue that because 
comments are fundamentally responsive, the student texts that elicit them generally constitute an 
essential dimension of the situation of commenting, and I have designed my approach in this 
study in keeping with this position by considering the teachers’ responses in conjunction with the 
student papers that motivated them. 
As part of this study, I have also chosen to consider student texts with comments 
alongside texts that also bear comments but that are drawn from other genres and are, to varying 
degrees, considered to be more authoritative than student papers, such as Jewish and Christian 
versions of the Bible and Virgil’s Aeneid. The difference in authoritative status between 
students’ writing and such works as the Bible can make these texts appear so different that they 
may seem not to have much to say to one another. By asserting that in some ways these texts 
occupy the same genre and can be legitimately discussed together, I have attempted to learn 
something from their shared features, as well as to invite readers to think of student texts with 
teachers’ comments as being intellectual work that merits serious study. In discussions of written 
response, student texts and the work of responding to them are frequently objects of contempt. 
For example, the Spring-Fall 2003 issue of the ADE Bulletin contains several short articles on 
responding to student writing. In one of these, Gordon Harvey compares the experience of 
reading and responding to student papers to the strain experienced by people who work on 
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computers all day, performing the same movements repeatedly until they develop injuries. This 
analogy implies that responding to student writing is not part of the intellectual work of teaching 
but is instead a burdensome process that results in injury to the teacher. In another piece in the 
same issue, Katherine Gottschalk cites a passage from a talk given by one of her colleagues in 
1966: 
Uncharitable as this sounds, freshman themes can be inhumanly boring, especially when 
they come in large quantities. Our desks groan under the heavy weight of light literature. . 
. . People ask us, But isn’t it exciting to find out what John thinks and writes? It isn’t all 
that exciting. (Rosenberg, quoted in Gottschalk 49) 
In this description, student writing again appears as an unpleasant burden and students 
themselves are characterized as dull. Gottschalk proceeds to offer an approach to teaching 
composition that she believes can position students to write more interesting papers, but she does 
not question the way in which her colleague describes students and their writing. Reading these 
descriptions, it is hard to imagine that the teachers who wrote them think of the comments that 
result from such an experience—comments given in response to dull, burdensome writing—as 
having much intellectual value. By locating student texts within a genre of more authoritative 
texts that have been objects of commentary that continues to be studied seriously, I have 
attempted to present these texts as much more than what these teachers describe and to reframe 
the experience of reading and responding to student texts in a way that allows for greater 
interpretive and pedagogical possibilities.  
For this project, I gathered approximately 400 papers from 120 students in composition, 
literature, and creative writing courses in a single English Department during the 2006-07 
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academic year.2 My aim in gathering and reading these papers was not to draw universal 
conclusions based on the evidence of all 400 papers but rather to select a few—10 or so—that I 
would read closely. To this end, I chose to work with papers that seemed to me to be interesting 
rather than representative, papers that would be valuable counterparts to the “authorized” or 
theoretical work that I also discuss. I selected papers in which the teachers seemed to be using 
their written response to do substantial teaching rather than simply to, for example, acknowledge 
the student’s work or to justify a grade. I also selected papers in which the commentary is 
extensive enough that we see some of the work of reading that teachers do in writing their 
responses. I have approached these papers and their comments as primary texts to be interpreted 
carefully rather than as data to be counted. The papers have helped me to think about how the 
other texts and scholarship I examine can speak to actual classroom practice, and they put 
valuable pressure on various theories of reading, writing, and teaching. Because these papers are 
unpublished, I have chosen to reproduce them in full as appendixes to this study. In this way, the 
students and teachers whose writing I have used can to some extent speak for themselves rather 
than only through the passages I have chosen to excerpt for my own purposes, and my readers 
can decide for themselves if their interpretations of these texts agree with my own. 
Reading papers with comments presents unique challenges. Because I wanted to focus 
primarily on the papers and comments themselves rather than on the various kinds of discussion 
and activity that happen off the page, I chose not to conduct interviews with the participants or to 
observe the classes for which these papers and comments were written. While this decision 
certainly did force me to read the papers carefully, it also put me in a position in which I had 
                                                 
2 In order to ensure the privacy of both students and teachers, I have removed names from all documents and have 
agreed to keep those documents secured. Both students and teachers were informed at the outset of the project of the 
purposes and risks of their participation, and each student and teacher whose work I use has signed a consent form. 
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very little access to the context of the documents, and context has great influence on how 
teachers and students interpret one another’s writing. In working with these texts, I had to bear in 
mind constantly that what I was seeing was only a part of the pedagogical whole and that my 
interpretations might be quite different from those of the teachers and students themselves. I also 
had very limited access to the student writers; in some cases it is possible to guess at a writer’s 
experience based on the course for which a paper was written (such as a first-year composition 
course or a seminar for senior English majors), but I had no knowledge of any student’s 
particular background or of their experience of any particular course. Because of this limitation, I 
had to be very careful in my reading not to assume that I understood too much about what a 
writer knew or was thinking. In order to read texts with commentary, I also had to learn to 
maintain an awareness of the different interpreters and objects of interpretation involved in each 
text. For example, a student essay about a novel with a teacher’s comments involves a number of 
acts of interpretation: the student and teacher each have their own interpretations of the novel, 
the student’s essay, and the teacher’s comments. In order to read these papers, it is important to 
be aware of all of these acts of reading and to consider the ways in which they affect one another. 
I had to learn to think about what the teacher was trying to accomplish in the written response—
how she was interpreting the student’s text in a particular way, how she was using her comments 
to focus on specific aspects of it, and what she seemed to hope the comments and revision would 
achieve—and also about why the student may have read the comments differently than the 
teacher intended. I explore these difficulties in the second half of this study. 
In the first two chapters, I focus on teachers as readers of student writing. In Chapter 1, 
“Written Comments as Practical Criticism,” I trace what I call a pedagogy of practical 
criticism—or pedagogy which operates primarily through close attention to texts, particularly 
 14 
students’ texts—through a group of teacher-scholars that includes I.A. Richards, Reuben Brower, 
Theodore Baird, William E. Coles, Jr., Mina Shaughnessy, and David Bartholomae. This chapter 
outlines a body of scholarship and thinking about teaching in which I want to locate this project 
because of the way these teachers value student writing and make it such a visible part of their 
work. In some ways it would be more obvious for me to locate this study within the scholarship 
of commenting that includes such figures as Nancy Sommers, C.H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon, 
Richard Straub, and many others who have more explicitly studied and written about the practice 
of writing comments. However, while I do consider the work of these scholars, one goal of this 
study is to examine written response within a broader context of teaching, so that comments can 
be better understood as a way of teaching students something of substance by working with their 
writing. Though none of the teachers whose work I consider in this chapter have written 
extensively about commenting, they have all been careful and committed readers of student 
texts, and it is their work as readers of student writing that I foreground here.  
In Chapter 2, “The Problem of Authority in Responding to Student Texts,” I examine the 
argument common in commenting scholarship that teachers should restrain their authority when 
responding to students’ papers and resist the impulse to “appropriate” students’ texts, and I argue 
that we should consider the positive, productive role of authority, even as we caution teachers 
against the dangers of its misuse. This chapter grows out of a desire to question a common 
tendency for scholars writing about commenting practices to urge teachers to restrain their 
authority in favor of honoring students’ intentions. While I certainly do not want to question the 
importance of students’ purposes and desires in their writing, in this chapter I complicate the 
assumption—sometimes tacit, sometimes explicit—that teachers’ authority and students’ 
intentions cannot co-exist, and I argue that authority can be a powerful part of the teacher’s role. 
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I explore the work of various scholars on the issues of authority and appropriation, and I use 
student papers to look at how two different teachers negotiate their own authority in their written 
response. 
In the second half of the study, I shift the focus to students as readers of teachers’ 
response, with a particular emphasis on the difficulties that students may face in interpreting the 
comments their teachers have written. In Chapter 3, “Fixity, Fluidity, and the Effects of Marginal 
Writing,” I examine teachers’ response in the context of other kinds of texts that feature some 
sort of commentary, such as William Blake’s marginalia and Jewish biblical commentaries. In 
these examples we see written record of the ways in which readers participate in constructing the 
meaning of texts through their interpretations, changing and using texts in ways that their authors 
may or may not have been able to anticipate. I consider the ways in which these texts embody 
the impulses of both stasis, in the form of the words on the page, and change, which happens 
through the unpredictable work of readers. I also work with student texts to explore the 
usefulness of these qualities for the practice of teaching through written response, where teachers 
have the opportunity to help students see how their texts can develop in new ways that students 
might not be able to imagine on their own, and I consider the potential difficulty of the more 
flexible, fluid kind of reading that comments often ask students to do.  
In Chapter 4, “Written Response and the Perspectives of Reader and Writer,” I turn my 
attention more fully to the difficulties that students face when they must read and respond to their 
teachers’ writing. I examine a number of student texts from different courses along with the 
teachers’ comments, and I consider the potential for learning that these comments offer—as well 
as possible reasons for why that potential may not have been entirely fulfilled. I also draw from 
several theories of reading—including those of Louise Rosenblatt and Wolfgang Iser—to 
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explore the differences between student and teacher as readers of one another’s texts, readers 
who bring very different knowledge and experience to the interpretive work they do.  
I began this study several years ago with the somewhat different question of whether or 
not student writing could be considered a genre, a question which was inspired by Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s essay “The Problem of Speech Genres,” in which Bakhtin claims that the “content, 
style, and compositional structure” of an utterance are “determined by the specific nature of the 
particular sphere of communication. Each separate utterance is individual, of course, but each 
sphere in which language is used develops its own relatively stable types of these utterances” 
(Bakhtin, “Speech Genres,” 60, emphasis in original). I was intrigued by this theory of language, 
with its emphasis on the relationship between an utterance and its “sphere of communication,” 
and in particular by the question of how this theory might apply to student writing. I concluded 
rather quickly that, in terms of form, it would be difficult (and, ultimately, of uncertain 
usefulness) to describe student writing, broadly understood, as a genre of its own in some way. 
However, I observed that a feature most student texts share is the written comments of teachers. 
If we think, as Bakhtin asks us to do, about the connection between a genre and the sphere in 
which it exists, the formal feature of written comments makes visible on the page an essential 
characteristic of the sphere of student writing: the fact that such writing is read and responded to 
by teachers, who become a part of the life of that text. This study represents an effort to 
understand what that shared feature might reveal about the practice of teaching and learning 
through writing, commenting, and revising in a sphere that is characterized in part by the 
presence of a reading, responding teacher. In all of these chapters, I attempt to make visible some 
of the richness of a practice which, though often burdensome and frustrating, is a defining 
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characteristic of its sphere of communication and which has the potential to be productive—and 
sometimes even transformational—for those involved. 
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2.0  WRITTEN COMMENTS AS PRACTICAL CRITICISM 
The moment when the teacher turns attention toward the student text to make comments that will 
somehow motivate revision is a moment when that text takes center stage. Even in courses that 
do not focus primarily on student writing, when the teacher reads and responds to a student text, 
that text has the potential to be an important site for working out the ideas of that course. Written 
comments, however, begin not with teachers’ acts of writing on student texts but with their acts 
of reading. In this chapter I examine a number of teachers whose pedagogy has been based 
largely on the close, careful reading of student texts, pedagogies which I am gathering under the 
name of “practical criticism.” This group includes a number of teacher-scholars—I.A. Richards, 
Theodore Baird, William E. Coles Jr., Mina Shaughnessy and David Bartholomae. These 
teachers are different in important ways; some primarily taught literature courses, while others 
were or are mainly teachers of writing, and their students differed greatly in terms of background 
and experience. However, they are as a group distinctive in that they have located the reading of 
student texts at the center of their pedagogy. The primary object of interpretation in these 
pedagogies is not a theory of rhetoric or a set of outside readings—it is the student text itself. 
This approach can help us to understand the work of writing comments as being closely related 
to the work of reading student texts. Some scholars have characterized the comment-writing 
teacher as a reader, but by “reader” they usually mean something like “audience,” and they 
imagine the teacher’s role in responding as being to help students develop awareness of that 
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audience.3 By associating written response with practical criticism, I want to foreground reading 
in a different sense—the interpretive work that teachers do to make meaning of student texts. 
One of the first teachers to make the reading of student texts a visible part of his research 
and teaching in English studies was I.A. Richards. In Practical Criticism (1929), Richards 
records the results of a well-known experiment he performed in literature classes he taught at 
Cambridge in the 1920s. In a number of sections over several years, Richards distributed poems 
to his students with titles and authors removed and asked the students to “comment freely in 
writing upon them” (Richards 4). After a week, these comments or “protocols” were collected, 
and Richards would then spend class time lecturing on the poems and the protocols. As Richards 
says, “Much astonishment for both the protocol-writers and for the Lecturer ensued from this 
procedure”—astonishment at what Richards thought to be the poor quality of his students’ 
reading (Richards 4). Richards devotes much of the resulting book to reproducing selected 
protocols in order to illustrate various kinds of misreading. He also catalogues what he calls the 
ten “chief difficulties of criticism,” the first of which is “the difficulty of making out the plain 
sense of poetry” (12). This “revelation” that highly educated Cambridge students were so often 
unable to make out the basic meaning of poems is one of the aspects for which the book is often 
remembered. Here is an example of the kind of work Richards does in order to make this case, 
which revolves around this opening stanza of “Piano” by D.H. Lawrence: 
Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me; 
Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see 
A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings 
And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings. 
                                                 
3 For examples, see Chris Anson’s 361 and Sommers “Responding,” 148. 
 20 
In a response designated as 8.13, one student writes the following: 
Since I have formed my own opinion on the poem, I have experimented on one or two 
friends and each has started to grin when we have arrived at the phrase “a child sitting 
under a piano, in the boom of the tinkling strings.” Allowing that it may possibly have 
been a grand and not an upright piano that the child was sitting under we have still to 
satisfy ourselves that “tinkling” strings can boom. Another rather unfortunate expression 
is that about the feet of the mother—poised. It is an uncommon word in poetry and 
naturally, as it doesn’t fit in properly, it leads us away from the central idea of the poem. 
All these points, though small in themselves, do not allow us to get a good view of the 
poem as a whole. (100-01) 
In response, Richards offers this commentary: 
Always, in looking over these protocols, it is illuminating to compare the type of 
comment with the closeness of reading evinced. So particular attention here may be 
invited to the fact that 8.13 has not noticed any difference between “tingling” and 
“tinkling,” he has not even observed which word is used when. It would be superfluous to 
expect him to have considered whether the closeness of the child’s ear to the strings 
might have anything to do with the character of the sounds, or whether, when the children 
stand up to sing, a “tinkling” would not then replace “the boom of tingling strings.” Such 
a thing too as a premeditated contrast between “the great black piano” of the present, 
obviously a grand piano, and the slighter notes of the instrument in the “parlour” would 
escape him. (101) 
Richards was a teacher of literature rather than writing, and the examples of student texts that 
appear in Practical Criticism were not meant to stand on their own or to communicate to an 
 21 
audience beyond Richards’s class. Instead, they were meant to provide insight into the students’ 
processes for making meaning, and Richards reads them as such. In interpreting this student’s 
interpretation, Richards notices that the student has confused “tingling,” a word which describes 
the physical sensation of sitting near the piano strings, with “tinkling,” a word used later in the 
poem to describe the sound of the upright piano that the speaker remembers from his childhood 
and that he contrasts with the grand piano to which he is presently listening. Richards suggests 
that the student’s basic misreading of the words on the page should lead us to expect that the 
student will also misread more subtle aspects of the poem’s meaning.  
Richards does not explicitly define the book’s title, which he borrowed from Coleridge. 
The phrase has subsequently been interpreted in different ways—most often in the context of 
New Criticism, which draws on it, as “close-reading.”  David West has remarked that “[i]f we 
think of I.A. Richards at all now, it is to think of him as the founder of an intrinsic technique of 
reading literature now known as ‘practical criticism,’ a technique which concentrates upon ‘the 
words on the page’ and which disregards the text’s social and historical context” (West 207). He 
goes on to argue, however, that  
while is it undoubtedly true that such a technique of reading derived its name from 
Richards’ book, what is not recognised is the fact that Richards’ procedure of issuing 
anonymous poems and asking for comments was explicitly part of an experiment, and 
was certainly not how he thought that we should or could read a literary text. (West 207)  
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst has criticized Geoffrey Hartman’s dismissal of practical criticism, 
saying that Hartman fails to take into account Richards’s original text and instead addresses what 
practical criticism later became. He argues that “Hartman’s account of ‘the failure of practical 
criticism’ is shaped by a method of close reading that has very little in common with the book he 
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takes as its source; as is so often the case in these rapid sketches of twentieth-century literary 
criticism, the sins of the son are visited upon the father” (Douglas-Fairhurst 374). Richards 
himself states clearly in his introduction that the way of reading represented in his book is 
experimental rather than recommended:  
The precise conditions of this test are not duplicated in our everyday commerce with 
literature. Even the reviewers of new verse have as a rule a considerable body of the 
author’s work to judge by. . . .Editors themselves will not be the slowest to agree with me 
upon the difficulty of judging verse without a hint as to its provenance. (Practical 
Criticism 5) 
Although Richards certainly advocates careful, attentive reading, the equation of “practical 
criticism” with decontextualized close-reading is a narrow interpretation, given the work that 
Richards actually does. Practical Criticism is not an exposition of what Richards felt to be ideal 
examples of the close-reading of poetry; it is an engagement with the written responses of actual 
student readers, and it is an early example of a teacher-reader who takes student texts seriously 
as objects of interpretation.  
One of Richards’s greatest champions in composition studies has been Ann Berthoff, 
who has argued that despite Richards’s focus on reading rather than writing, his thinking has 
much to offer teacher-scholars of composition (Richards on Rhetoric, xi). In her assessment of 
Richards’s career, Berthoff redefines the term “practical” in relation to Richards as having to do 
with teaching rather than with literary close-reading. She says of his scholarship that 
[t]eaching was at first ancillary to theorizing; it provided the grist. And if later the roles 
of theory and practice were reversed, the important point is that Richards never lost sight 
of either one. The shift in the middle of his life from literary criticism to educational 
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design—“from criticism to creation,” as he put it—is not so puzzling as it might appear if 
it is remembered that Richards undertook no study without a practical—that is to say, 
pedagogical—purpose in mind. (“I.A. Richards,” 53, emphasis added) 
This understanding of “practical” in Richards’s work as “pedagogical” is certainly borne out by 
Practical Criticism, in which Richards desires not only to improve his students’ reading but to 
improve the teaching of reading as well. He states in the opening sentences of the book that one 
of his primary goals is “to prepare the way for educational methods more efficient than those we 
use now in developing discrimination and the power to understand what we hear and read” 
(Richards 3). Berthoff expands this understanding of what “practical” might mean when she calls 
attention to an assertion near the end of Richards’s book: “Sooner or later interpretation will 
have to be recognized as a key-subject. But only the actual effort to teach such a subject can 
reveal how it may best be taught” (Richards, quoted in Berthoff 57, emphasis in original). To this 
Berthoff responds: 
Thus, pedagogy was seen as requiring the guidance of theory, which must, in turn, be 
examined in the light of what actually goes on as students read and write. Richards was 
the first teacher to treat student writing as a text deserving and repaying close attention; 
written responses and the careful study of those responses provide occasions for teacher 
and students alike to identify and evaluate ways and means of making meaning. (“I.A. 
Richards,” 57) 
For Richards, “practical criticism” is an approach to teaching in which specific, concrete 
examples of student work are used to test more general pedagogical theories and principles; 
theory and practice are always connected, always shape and speak back to one another. In 
Practical Criticism, Richards reads students’ writing as a window into students’ processes of 
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literary interpretation, and into the ways in which this interpretation sometimes goes wrong, and 
he uses those observations to critique then-current principles of literary instruction. In working 
publicly with the written interpretations of actual students as he does in Practical Criticism and 
Interpretation in Teaching, Richards called into question the assumptions about students upon 
which much teaching of literature had been based. As Berthoff says, “Practical Criticism, with 
its demonstration of the actual work of seemingly competent readers, shocked everybody into the 
recognition that it was foolhardy to assume that the primary aim of English studies was to 
improve taste, the ability to read for sense and meaning being a foregone conclusion” (“I.A. 
Richards,” 51). In naming Richards here as a practical critic, I want to recognize him not as a 
founder of literary close-reading but as an early proponent of a criticism that is concerned with 
teaching and with the reading and texts of actual students.  
Another teacher and scholar who has acknowledged the influence of I.A. Richards is 
Reuben Brower. Brower worked with Richards as a graduate student at Cambridge and later 
when both were teachers at Harvard. Brower is known primarily as a literary critic and author of 
books about such figures as Robert Frost and Alexander Pope, but he also devoted great energy 
to teaching. From 1939 until 1953, Brower taught at Amherst College with Theodore Baird 
(whose work I will consider shortly). After leaving Amherst, he went to Harvard and founded the 
well-known course “Humanities 6: The Interpretation of Literature,” which grew out of the work 
Brower had done at Amherst on a sophomore literature course. Hum 6, as it was known, ran until 
1973 and involved a number of teachers who went on to become influential scholars, including 
Richard Poirier and Paul de Man.4 Though Brower did not work with student texts in class as 
Richards had done, his writing about the course suggests that he took student writing seriously 
                                                 
4 More detailed accounts of this course have been offered by Richard Poirier and David Bartholomae. 
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and that he considered work with student writing to be extremely valuable to the teaching of 
reading.   
Most of Brower’s published work might be considered “practical criticism” in the New 
Critical sense of being based on close-readings of literary texts. His writing about teaching, 
however, shows that in some ways he was also a practical critic in Berthoff’s sense of the phrase, 
a critic who is also deeply concerned with teaching and with the practices and texts of students. 
In the essay “Reading in Slow Motion,” an account of the methods of Hum 6, Brower writes, 
Attentive criticism of written work is almost certainly of much more value for teaching 
good reading and writing than the usual discussions or section meetings. . . . The student 
who is to rise to the kind of reading and writing called for in our ideal course must feel 
that he has a responsible reader, one who addresses himself to this essay and to this mind. 
The most valuable discussion a teacher can give is a comment surely directed to an 
individual written performance. (16) 
Brower’s language here suggests that teachers’ work with student texts—including teachers’ 
comments on those texts—is valuable because through such work, the teacher is able to engage 
with the reading and writing of each particular student, directing attention to “individual 
performances” rather than “large-scale production methods.” He argues that students in a large 
lecture section must have a venue in which their thinking is addressed individually by a 
“responsible reader” and that the exchange between the students’ writing and the teacher’s 
written comments can provide that venue. William H. Pritchard, Brower’s student at Amherst 
and later a teacher of Hum 6 at Harvard, recalls Brower’s reading of student papers: 
Brower was an acute reader of one’s essays, and when in my second year at Harvard I 
finally signed up for a course with him . . . I found beneficial the detailed and incisive, if 
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barely legible, remarks he made about particular sentences, not just my paper as a whole. 
(Such remarks often took the form of check marks in the margin, signifying his assent to 
a sentence or idea, and giving me the feeling that somebody was actually reading what I 
had written.) Here was the “philological” concern [with the structure of language] De 
Man speaks of, and it was in sharp contrast to the casual, brief expressions of approval 
that passed for comments from many Harvard English professors. . . . (Pritchard 245) 
Here Pritchard remembers vividly the way in which Brower read his writing closely as a 
meaningful part of his teaching, scrutinizing individual sentences and the details of the text. This 
account supports Brower’s own contention that “attentive criticism of written work” can be a 
valuable and even essential component of the teaching of reading and writing. Pritchard also 
suggests, though, that in order for such work to be effective, it must not be “casual” but rather 
must grow out of the close, attentive reading of a teacher who takes student writing seriously.  
The work of Richards and Brower intersects with another pedagogical example of 
practical criticism, English 1-2 at Amherst College. English 1-2 was the introductory course led 
by Theodore Baird from the 1930s until the mid 1960s.5 Unlike Richards and Brower, Baird was 
a teacher of writing as well as literature, and English 1-2 was a composition course. The 
hallmark of this course was a syllabus composed of carefully sequenced assignments, written 
each year by a member of the writing staff and used in all sections of the course. The assignment 
sequences were designed to place students in a position to think about the complex relationship 
between language and experience. The assignments were recursive in nature and asked students 
in their writing to consider and reconsider a particular subject, often a concept or question, and to 
think about the problems involved in using language to address that subject. In a statement from 
                                                 
5 More extensive accounts of this course have been offered by Walker Gibson and Robin Varnum. 
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the 1946-47 academic year, Baird described English 1-2 as a “laboratory course,” a metaphor 
that Richards also used and that calls attention to the hands-on nature of the work; student 
writing and the reading of that writing were the central activities of the course. Baird explained 
that  
[t]here are no lectures and the student does no required reading. Each student supplies his 
own subject matter for writing. That is, we ask the student to put into English what he has 
learned, both in and outside the classroom. In Term 1 we arbitrarily limit his material to 
physical activities, skills at the workbench, plays or strokes from games, many of them 
performed without any verbal accompaniment. We ask the student to become conscious 
of his particular ability, to sort out those actions which he knows he can do well, and to 
write about them. As teachers we encourage the student to believe that what he has 
learned to do he can put into words, and in the detailed criticism of particular papers we 
try to express the possible relations between the order of the wordless action and the 
structure of the English sentence. (quoted in Varnum 89) 
This description highlights the position of student writing in English 1-2 as a means of bringing 
students to understand language in a particular way. Teachers read student papers not as 
windows into students’ reading processes, as Richards and Brower did, but as examples of how 
language is closely interconnected with the experience it describes. English 1-2 often asked 
students to consider a subject they knew well but had probably never thought of in terms of 
language before, such as how to serve a tennis ball, and to think hard about how they might 
describe it in words, and about why that task might be difficult. Baird’s table-clearing move of 
“no lectures and no required reading” resonates in a way with Richards’s decision to remove the 
contextual information of literary works and to focus his course on a few poems and, more 
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importantly, on his students’ written responses. Baird wanted students to focus on their own 
language rather than on a teacher’s lectures or a set of outside readings. There is a desire in both 
gestures to eliminate the clutter, so to speak, so that students can more easily focus on the subject 
at hand and, through “the detailed criticism of particular papers,” on their own written responses 
to that subject. The course was based on an idea, a particular way of thinking about language, but 
teaching was done primarily through the practice of writing and reading that writing rather than 
by explicitly discussing the ideas that underpinned the course. 
A distinctive feature of English 1-2 was an understanding of language as creating 
different kinds of order out of the chaos of the world around us. One articulation of this idea that 
Baird often used comes from The Education of Henry Adams: 
From cradle to grave this problem of running orders through chaos, direction through 
space, discipline through freedom, unity through multiplicity, has always been, and must 
always be, the task of education. (Adams, quoted in Varnum 36) 
Echoes of this language can be heard in passages from various course assignments, such as this 
one from the 1959 assignment sequence, written by Baird: 
When we write or talk and use words and symbols and signs, what we are doing is 
making sets, composing, organizing, ordering similarities. This act of ordering (a 
metaphor for all sorts of things that happen) is an extremely difficult one to express in 
general. Nevertheless it is at the heart, in the center, of our experience. (quoted in 
Varnum 37) 
This idea of language creating order in part drives the course’s emphasis on the close-reading of 
student texts; it was important for these students to pay attention to the particulars of language, 
because that language creates worlds and has an intimate, complicated relationship with the 
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experience it both describes and shapes. The assignment sequences were designed to lead 
students, using their own writing, to see the way in which their language and that of others has 
this effect. For example, consider the following excerpt from the 1946 assignment sequence: 
Assignment 4 
a) Write a paper on an action you have repeatedly performed with distinction. 
b) Tell exactly how you performed this action on a particular occasion. 
Assignment 5   
a) How did you learn this action? 
b) What did you do to learn? 
c) Define “learn” in this context. 
Assignment 6   
a) Write a paper on an action you performed once and only once with distinction, an 
action you performed once but were unable to repeat. 
b) Tell exactly how you did it. 
Assignment 7   
a) Rewrite assignment #4. 
Assignment 8   
Contrast papers written for Assignments 6 and 7 (technique and fluke) and make a list of 
differences between a Technique and a Fluke. 
Assignment 9   
Make a vocabulary (a list of keywords with definitions) for this course. Do not use [a]  
dictionary. (quoted in Varnum, 96-98) 
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This series of assignments leads students through a closely coordinated series of tasks designed 
to bring them to a very specific conclusion, and several of the assignments require students to re-
read their earlier work. Although the students are asked to provide their own experience as 
subject matter, the ultimate goal of this work is not for the student writers to say something about 
that experience but rather to learn something about the problem of definition. Assignment 4 asks 
students to choose a subject, an action with which they are familiar and confident, and then 
invites them to talk about it more specifically by asking them to describe a particular instance of 
that subject. Assignment 5 asks students to break down that action by describing how they 
learned to do it, a task which requires them to think of the action in parts rather than as a whole. 
The assignment then shifts the focus from the action itself to the subject of language by focusing 
on the word “learn,” asking students to re-read their own texts and to consider a familiar word as 
something whose meaning they have constructed rather than something whose meaning they can 
take for granted. This move calls to mind Richards, who was also very interested in the way 
words can take on different meanings in different contexts (see, for example, Richards’s 
specialized quotation marks in How to Read a Page and subsequent works, which were meant to 
denote multiple ways of reading a particular word). Assignment 6 again shifts the direction 
slightly by asking students to describe a different sort of action, one they have done only once 
rather than repeatedly, and again to explain specifically how they did it. Students are then given 
the opportunity in Assignment 7 to apply the thinking they have done by returning to 
Assignment 4, a recursive move that positions students to take stock of what they have learned in 
writing Assignments 5 and 6. Assignment 8 gives names to the kinds of actions the students have 
been describing, “Technique” and “Fluke,” and asks students to think about what these words 
mean by reviewing and comparing their own descriptions of each. Finally, Assignment 9 asks 
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them to expand the vocabulary list the assignments have begun—“learn,” “technique,” “fluke”—
and to define them not in terms of external “dictionary” definitions, but in terms of the specific 
work of the course. In this way, students are encouraged to see in their own writing and reading 
how words derive their meaning from the ways in which they are used in particular situations, 
how those words can be used more or less adequately, and how language creates a kind of order 
in our thinking by distinguishing between types of actions such as a “technique” and a “fluke.”  
As these assignments demonstrate, students in English 1-2 were asked to work out 
problems of language primarily by writing, by reading that writing closely, and by returning to 
that writing to see how it could be rethought. Like the writing done by students for Richards’s 
Practical Criticism experiments, the writing students did for English 1-2 was not necessarily 
done for the purpose of conveying a message to an audience. Students’ texts were a means of 
teaching students a particular way of reading and interpreting language by thinking about the 
relationship between their experience and the words used to describe it. Baird and the teachers 
working under him read students’ writing through this lens, and they asked students to do so as 
well.  
William E. Coles, Jr. worked with Baird at Amherst from 1960 to 1965. Coles was 
deeply influenced by the experience of teaching with Baird, and his subsequent work exhibits 
much of the thinking and practices of Amherst composition, including the use of student writing 
as the primary text of the course and the emphasis on the way that language shapes experience. 
In the books Composing, its companion Teaching Composing (1974), The Plural I (1978), 
Composing II (1981), and Seeing Through Writing (1987), Coles presents assignment sequences 
that he wrote for courses he taught after leaving Amherst, and he frames these assignments with 
various kinds of context and commentary, including student papers, fictionalized discussions of 
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those papers, and his own observations. In the introduction to The Plural I, which was published 
in 1978 and describes a course Coles taught in the late 1960s, he explains that both writing and 
teaching are matters of what he calls “style” and that the only way to teach either activity is 
simply to perform one’s practice of it: 
[W]hen it comes to someone’s helping someone else to write or to teach writing, the most 
that would seem possible is for the someone to enact his notion of what is involved in the 
activity in such a way as to demand that others respond with an enactment of what for 
them is involved in it. Which is to say that when it comes to the teaching of art, what 
teaches finally is style. (1) 
“Style” is a key term for Coles, and it seems to mean for him the particular choices each 
individual makes in his or her writing, reading and teaching. When the writer is confronted with 
the style of another—a teacher, another writer, a reader, another text—that writer can be invited 
in a number of ways to reconsider her own style, the choices she has made about what to put on 
the page, and to think of her texts as something she has made rather than something that just 
happened. She is made aware of language she may not have thought much about as she was 
composing and invited to affirm or revise her choices. It is a version of this process that Coles 
enacts in The Plural I and other books. The insistence that “style enacted as a demand for style” 
is the most powerful means of teaching shapes all of Coles’s work, both with his students and in 
his own writing about teaching composition (Plural I, 1). In his portrayal of his teaching, Coles 
continually directs his students’ attention to the close-reading of their own writing and the 
writing of others in order to put pressure on the choices they make as composers.  
An important component of Coles’s teaching as represented in his books is the complex 
way in which language does not simply refer to but actually constitutes what he calls “life” or 
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“experience”—what Baird, borrowing from Adams, might call “running orders through chaos.” 
Echoing Baird, Coles writes in the introduction to Teaching Composing that in designing the 
course on which the book is based, he and his staff 
wanted a course in writing that would be a course in language as well, a course that 
would have as its subject the activity of composing in the largest possible sense of the 
term. We wanted a course that would enable us to suggest to students the ways in which 
their lives, no less than their papers, are composed, composed by language, designed and 
arranged by the symbol systems through which all of us see the world and by which we 
are in turn given the identities we have. (1) 
As this passage suggests, Coles wanted to increase students’ awareness that the relationship 
between language and life is not a straightforward one in which language describes life as it 
simply “is,” but rather that language and life shape one another in complicated ways. For Coles, 
part of this work involved bringing students to write in the particular terms of their own lives 
instead of writing in clichés and readily available commonplaces—what Coles referred to as 
“Themewriting.” This component of Coles’s work has strong moral overtones, and in his writing 
there is at times an uncomfortable implication that that failure to grasp the message of the course 
might also mean that one’s life itself would be diminished. This passage from The Plural I in 
which Coles considers the personal risks of Themewriting suggests what is at stake for him in 
this understanding of the relationship between language and life:6 
[T]o go through life Themewriting one’s experience into bloodless abstractions—we had 
a swell time; it was a great trip; she was really cool—was to end up with how much of 
life having dribbled through one’s fingers? Yes, the habit of Themewriting was a choice, 
                                                 
6 A version of this passage also appears in Teaching Composing on page 36. 
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I concluded class by saying. But maybe not always a free one, and maybe not one that 
remained open forever. (The Plural I, 75-76) 
In other words, if you write in clichés long enough, you may become one yourself. For Coles, a 
course in composition is a course in how we compose both texts and experience, using language 
as a way to make sense of the world. Student texts in such a course serve as a means of 
interrogating not only the way we use language but the way in which that language determines 
the features of our very lives. 
The Plural I—which consists largely of actual student papers and fictionalized accounts 
of class discussions of those papers—presents most dramatically Coles’s methodology of 
enacting the ideas behind his teaching by working closely with student texts. Similar to an 
English 1-2 assignment sequence, the first part of Coles’s assignment sequence deals with the 
problem of definition. Coles begins the course by asking students to explain what they mean by 
“amateur” and “professional” and then uses subsequent assignments to have students consider 
these terms by providing specific examples of them and by thinking of how they would apply the 
terms to themselves in different ways, asking along the way for students to define terms again 
based on what they have written. The purpose of this work is to position students to consider the 
complexity and nuance of words whose meaning they may have taken for granted. Coles also 
wants the students, through this work, to learn that composing definitions has as much to do with 
the writer as with the word being defined.  
The next section of the course presents students with longer passages in which two 
writers, J.D. Thomas and T. Clifford Allbutt, give advice to writers of technical or scientific 
prose. These selections reflect the population (all male science students) of the institution where 
Coles was teaching, Case Institute of Technology. The students are asked to read these passages 
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closely and to think about what they make of the speakers and who they think their ideal 
audiences would be. Coles also asks the students to evaluate the extent to which they would call 
these writers “amateurs” or “professionals” and why. These assignments shift students’ attention 
to writing as a subject for discussion and raise the question of how the passages, the specific 
sentences on the page, construct both the writers and their readers. Coles concludes this section 
of the course by presenting a passage by Charles Darwin and asking students to think about how 
Darwin constructs himself—whether he is a scientist, an admirer of nature as an artistic creation, 
or both—as the speaker of these sentences.  
The third section of the course shifts the direction to the topic of nonsense, and these 
assignments ask students to think about the relationship between language and experience from a 
somewhat different angle. Coles has students read two texts, the anonymous poem “I Saw a 
Peacock” and Edward Gorey’s children’s book The Willowdale Handcar, both of which offer no 
stable, easily available meaning. After asking students what they think these texts are about, 
Coles then asks them to reflect on what they had to do in order to answer that question. These 
assignments present students with the idea that writing and reading are both acts which involve 
making some kind of order out of disorderly experience, in this case the experience of reading. In 
his representation of class discussions during this unit, Coles leads the students to see that the 
writing of nonsense—writing which creates the illusion of meaning and order without ever fully 
delivering it—is not a matter of simple randomness but one that requires deliberate choices by 
the composer. The final assignments continue to focus on the idea of the writer as a composer of 
both texts and realities but take as a subject the relationship between the sciences and the 
humanities. These assignments ask the students, all science majors at a technical institute, to 
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address the question of what it means for them to be students and writers, composers of language 
and meaning, in both disciplines. 
A closer look at one of the class discussions that Coles reconstructs provides some insight 
into how he might have used particular examples of student writing to get at the theory of the 
course (although Coles would most likely resist the term “theory” on the grounds that practice is 
everything in the teaching of composition). Assignment 5 builds on some of the early work 
students had done to define the terms “amateur” and “professional”: 
Now describe a situation in which you acted as what you would call a professional. 
Again, where were you? Who else was there? What was said and done?  On the basis 
of what you have written, define professional. (51) 
In the class discussion that took place after this assignment, Coles asks students to compare two 
student papers, the first of which describes a scene of playing pool: 
The game started slowly as each person in turn missed, but as it continued there was 
suddenly a radical change. Abruptly, I declared that I would clear the table and I did. 
They watched in amazement, wondering if I knew what I was doing or whether I was just 
lucky. They challenged me to do it again. I accepted the challenge and was successful. 
(52) 
In talking with his students, Coles critiques this first paper primarily on the basis that it is more 
metadiscourse than specific description; the writer tells what happened, but he does not show it 
in language that would convince Coles that this event actually took place. Coles says that 
There isn’t any situation here, of course, and that’s what I mimeographed the paper to 
demonstrate. What might have been the situation is buried in two sentences: “Abruptly, I 
declared that I would clear the table and I did,” and “I accepted the challenge and was 
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successful.” The rest is Themetalk (“an immediate interest in participating,” “they 
watched in amazement,” and so on) about what happened. Nothing is rendered. We’re 
told not shown that the writer was neither “boastful [nor] pretentious,” and that he was 
“looked up to.” For both the situation and what is made of it we have to accept the 
writer’s solemn word. (52) 
The breakthrough in the discussion comes when another student who plays pool claims that the 
language the writer uses, “clear the table,” is unpersuasive because that’s not how a real pool 
expert would talk; he argues that anyone who plays this well would instead use the phrase “run 
the rack” to describe what this writer says he did (52). In all of this commentary, we see the 
attention to students’ language that is the basis of Coles’s pedagogy. In his own analysis, Coles 
points to the sentences—“I declared that I would clear the table and I did”; “I accepted the 
challenge and was successful”—which glide over the details that, for him, are essential to 
creating a convincing impression in language that this is a real event that happened to a real 
person. The moment he chooses to foreground in his account of the class discussion—a student 
noticing the specific language the writer uses to describe the event—also illustrates this attention 
to the words on the page, and the weight Coles gives to the moment underlines this point: “It was 
the first direct connection anyone [in the course] had made between professionalism and the use 
of language, between professionalism and behavior” (53). 
Coles then contrasts this paper with another in which the writer describes the experience 
of having to photograph two simultaneous high school football games in locations 40 miles 
apart. This paper contains much more specific detail that describes exactly what the writer had to 
do in order to accomplish this task: 
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Out of town, the San Diego freeway wasn’t very crowded. On the long straight stretches I 
managed around eighty-five miles per hour. I had to drop down to around sixty after the 
Laguna turn-off. Laguna Canyon road is two-lane and twisting. When I arrived at Laguna 
Beach High School, our team was doing fine. The score was forty-five to twenty-
something, with six minutes to play. In those six minutes I managed to get a good pass 
interception and a beautiful shot of Cadreau (our quarterback) breaking away from the 
crowd for a touchdown. (54) 
After some discussion, Coles asks his students what “skillful” means in the context of the pool 
paper and one replies,  
“Only that he won the game. He said he’d clear the table and he did.”  
“Right. And that’s about all. But does ‘skillful’ in the second paper mean only 
that the guy got his pictures?” 
“No. It’s the way he did it, driving the car the way he did and all the rest.” (56).  
Coles agrees with this assessment and elaborates the point, saying to his students that the writer 
of this paper has “found a way of talking about something that makes me say, ‘I understand what 
being skillful and economical and the rest means to this writer.’ I praise him for creating a 
meaning for such abstractions that I can’t do justice to with a simple synonym” (57) Rather than 
giving his students a lecture on the value of describing experience in specific rather than general 
terms, Coles presents examples of each of these kinds of writing so that students, through 
discussing the specific language, come to see and describe the differences. Because this is 
Coles’s fictionalized representation of the class, it is difficult to know the extent to which the 
students actually got the point. However, in this representation, we do at least see what Coles 
intended. This comparison of two particular responses to the same assignment engages Coles and 
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his students, who have all had to address the same writing task, in the work of observing the 
differences between these texts and drawing conclusions about what this all means for them as 
writers. 
The Plural I and other books in which Coles presents some of his assignment sequences 
(Teaching Composing, Seeing Through Writing) are valuable in that they give us extended 
examples of what it might mean to work out a particular approach to language by leading 
students through a tightly controlled sequence of writing tasks and by working with students’ 
papers. Though Coles in this work is skeptical of theories about how to teach writing, his own 
practice as he represents it has a strong foundation in a philosophy of language that he learned 
under Baird and continued to develop after leaving Amherst, and in his pedagogical writing we 
see the way in which his teaching practices consistently reflect that philosophy. One danger of 
the books, though, is that they are narrated entirely by Coles from his perspective, so that it is 
difficult to gauge the effect of this approach on students. The conversations with students often 
create the sense that progress was being made—and at times progress most likely was being 
made—but because those conversations are fictionalized with the intent of portraying a certain 
kind of teaching, we as readers have no way of knowing what actually took place and how the 
students’ experienced Coles’s methodology. We see moments in the course that Coles found 
unsatisfactory, but we have no way of knowing what other mishaps or misunderstandings may 
have occurred. I would argue that another drawback of this pedagogy is that, while it is 
deliberate and thoughtful, it is in some ways too tightly controlled, and there appears to be little 
room for students’ own interests and conclusions. In the comparison of the student papers on 
pool and photography, for example, Coles has a very specific conclusion he wants students to 
come to, and the students figure into the narrative more as props to help the teacher make his 
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point than as independent interlocutors. Although good teaching usually requires that the teacher 
have a sense of direction, there seems to be little room for students to come out anywhere else if 
they want to win Coles’s approval. Nevertheless, this body of work provides a rare example of 
how student writing can be taken seriously as the foundation of a course and of how that writing 
can be used as a venue for working out some difficult theoretical concepts. 
The teachers I have discussed up to this point worked in elite institutions (Cambridge, 
Amherst, Harvard, Case Institute of Technology) where the majority of students (and sometimes 
all students) were male, and many were from relatively privileged backgrounds. Richards, 
Brower, Baird, and Coles often seem to take for granted aspects of writing instruction that 
teachers in many other institutions cannot overlook in the same way (although their assumptions 
about students may not always have been justified, as Richards’s experiments in Practical 
Criticism suggest). For example, in his syllabus for the course at Case which is the subject of The 
Plural I, Coles includes this statement: “Much of our conversation in class will be about ideas, 
techniques, meaning, but it should be emphatically said that conventional literacy will be taken 
for granted” (The Plural I, 13). In other institutional settings, however, with less privileged and 
experienced students, this literacy cannot be taken for granted, and teachers would be 
irresponsible to assume that “conventional literacy” falls outside of the scope of their courses. In 
many institutions, teachers consider it important to teach students what it means to write in a 
college environment—the forms and features, and the stakes, of academic writing—in a way that 
these teachers of privileged students did not feel the need to do.  
What, then, might practical criticism look like in contexts where teachers and students 
have different knowledge, experiences, and needs? In order to answer this question, it is 
necessary to look for different models and for teachers working with a wider range of students. 
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In the teaching and scholarship of basic writing, mostly but not exclusively from the 1970s and 
early 1980s, composition teachers had to find new ways of reading the texts of students who 
were under-prepared to take part in the discourse of the academy. The pedagogical situation of 
basic writing and the needs of its student writers demanded that teachers pay particular attention 
to students’ writing, and basic writing teaching and research are often marked by a sustained 
interest in the details of particular student texts. 
As Mina Shaughnessy describes in Errors and Expectations, which grew out of her 
experience of teaching in the City University of New York in the wake of its open admissions 
policy, there were no existing models in the professional literature to help her and other teachers 
understand how to teach these new students. They learned by doing, and Shaughnessy’s 
influential observations on the teaching of basic writing grew out of her work with students and 
their texts. In the preface to Errors and Expectations, Shaughnessy describes a set of student 
papers that she kept in her files, the first set of papers she ever received from what would come 
to be called basic writers, and she remembers the experience of reading those papers for the first 
time: “I could only sit there, reading and re-reading the alien papers, wondering what had gone 
wrong and trying to understand what I at this eleventh hour of my students’ academic lives could 
do about it” (Shaughnessy vii). It is appropriate that Errors and Expectations begins this way, 
with the image of a teacher and a set of student papers, because the entire book is structured 
around her readings of examples of student writing. Though it is in many ways quite different 
from The Plural I, Errors and Expectations is similarly striking for the way that it does much of 
its work through close readings of student texts. In example after example, Shaughnessy 
interprets student texts, looking not for the sources of poetic misreading like Richards or for 
evidence of Themewriting like Coles, but rather for the logic and pattern behind her students’ 
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idiosyncratic uses of language. In his assessment of Shaughnessy’s career, David Bartholomae 
explains the value of Shaughnessy’s approach to students and her work with student texts: “By 
studying errors in the context of students’ actual performance, Shaughnessy allows us to see 
basic writers as writers rather than as a group lacking skills that are somehow acquired prior to 
writing” (“Released,” 39). Her work is practical criticism in the sense that she closely examines 
the writing of real students and develops pedagogical theories and practices based on her 
observations of that writing. Significantly, this approach allowed her to develop an 
understanding of error not as an abstract list of mistakes a writer could make but in the actual 
contextualized practice of student writers. 
The scholarship of basic writing—in which I would include both the teaching of basic 
writing students and the publications that came out of that work—is largely founded on the 
activity of reading of student texts. This reading is characterized by the effort to interpret 
students’ texts as evidence of the thought processes that led students to put words together in a 
particular, often idiosyncratic, way. Bartholomae says of Errors and Expectations that 
[t]he value of the taxonomy in the book is the method it defines, where one looks long 
and closely at a student’s writing to determine what patterns emerge. Through the 
perception of such patterns, one can discover that errors are not random, but products of 
systematic decision-making – that is, evidence that there is a grammar to students’ 
ungrammaticality – and one can begin to speculate on the causes of the specific errors, 
rather than begin with the buckshot approach of teaching to all possible error. What 
makes this book so valuable, then, is the model of interpretation it provides. (“Released” 
44) 
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In Bartholomae’s estimation, the work that Shaughnessy does as a reader involves perceiving 
order and meaning that are not conventional but are nevertheless present in the student’s text. 
The teachers of basic writing were working against a mode of interpretation in which students’ 
errors rendered their texts chaotic and unreadable and the student writers unteachable. The 
teacher’s mode of reading largely determines what she is able to say about a student text, and the 
reading of teachers like Shaughnessy enabled them to understand and explain the errors in 
student texts rather than dismissing those texts as meaningless and uninterpretable. 
Shaughnessy’s work provides an interesting point of comparison with that of Baird and 
Coles, because she uses a method—the close, careful reading of student texts—which is in some 
ways similar to theirs, but she deploys it in a very different setting with different emphases and 
goals. Unlike Coles, who locates “conventional literacy” outside the scope of his teaching, 
Shaughnessy focuses her considerable powers of observation on exactly those aspects of her 
students’ writing that teachers in more privileged settings were comfortable excluding from their 
set of concerns. Shaughnessy does not aim to bring her students into a particular philosophical 
understanding of language; her more practical aim is to help them achieve greater fluency with 
academic discourse and, by extension, greater control over their academic lives. The writing of 
Baird and Coles’s students served narrow purposes specific to their courses and was not 
necessarily meant to be readable to an audience outside of that setting, and their students at 
Amherst and Case had already attained access to privileged institutions. Shaughnessy, in 
contrast, aimed to help her students develop writing styles that would earn them access to the 
academy more broadly. Shaughnessy and other scholars of basic writing also show us how we 
might imagine all student texts as being worthy of close attention, not just those produced by 
students at colleges like Amherst and Harvard, if the teacher is able to attend to the particular 
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qualities of the student writing in question. Basic writing demonstrates that the close-reading of 
student texts can be a powerful methodology in a variety of contexts if the pedagogy is flexible 
enough to respond to the differences between students in different institutional settings. 
Coles’s statement on “conventional literacy” also suggests a kind of separation of 
concerns that basic writing rejects; in this context, “ideas, techniques, meaning” are worthy of 
discussion but “conventional literacy” is not. Teachers of basic writing call into question this 
separation of “ideas, techniques, meaning” and “conventional literacy” by insisting that the 
teaching of conventional literacy not be done in an environment that has been evacuated of ideas 
and meaning. Teachers such as Shaughnessy insist that basic writers have complex thoughts and 
ideas and that their sentences have meaning, even if the writer is not yet able to convey that 
meaning effectively. Consider, for example, the following passage from a basic writing student: 
Not too many people acheve their degree in these fields so therfor you can say that, in a 
way they are an abundance of jobs for them, though it they are the jobs least demanded 
by. As in contrast to the Jobs most demanding it is because as I mentioned before if the 
quality of knowledge obtained and so forth. In comparing the status the persons with 
degrees in the least job demand would be highly regarded then to that if a person with the 
form of a job which was most demanding. (Shaughnessy 46) 
Shaughnessy assesses the writer’s difficulties as follows: 
Note the difficulties the writer has with the forms for comparison and his consequent 
reluctance to depart from the wording of the essay question (jobs in least demand), which 
commits him to using these forms (jobs least demanded by, as in contrast to, degrees in 
the least job demand, then to that, etc.). Yet the idea he wants to articulate is both 
perceptive and complex: 
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Not many people get college degrees. Those who do get their degrees have a 
chance to get the best jobs. Therefore, even though there are relatively few 
openings for good jobs, the number who qualify for them is also small. You could 
say, then, that people with degrees have an abundance of jobs to choose from. 
Furthermore, because the jobs that are easy to get require less knowledge, they 
also give less status. (Shaughnessy 46) 
In reading this passage, Shaughnessy posits a plausible theory for why the student makes these 
particular errors, speculates persuasively about what the student was trying to get across, and 
praises the meaning that the student was attempting to convey. Shaughnessy’s reading enables 
her to understand this student as one who has great difficulties with the conventions of writing 
but who also has things to say and can be taught to say them differently. Her reading of student 
writing and her teaching are based on a conviction that writing and meaning must not be 
separated, as though the student needs to master the first in order to move on to the second. 
Meaning, for Shaughnessy, is not something to be addressed instead of conventional literacy; it 
is something which must always be kept present if conventional literacy is to be acquired in a 
meaningful way.  
Reading this interpretation of a basic writer’s sentence, I am reminded of Richards’s 
description of his students’ protocols and the kind of reading they demand: 
These scraps of scribble are no more than faint and imperfect indications—distant and 
distorted rumors—of the fleeting processes of interpretation we are trying to study.  They 
are never to be read by the letter (another of the tired pedagogue’s besetting sins); they do 
not tell their own story; they are mere clues for us to place and interpret in our turn. . . . 
We have to remember, unless we are to forget all that we have to teach, that what the 
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writer meant is not to be simply equated with what he wrote. (Interpretation in Teaching, 
29) 
Shaughnessy’s reading of this student’s sentence seems similar to the kind of reading Richards 
describes. Rather than taking the student’s sentences “by the letter” and dismissing them as 
unreadable, she interprets the passage by seeking out the meaning that it does not successfully 
convey on its own and imagines the thought processes that accompanied the placement of these 
particular words in this particular order—the way in which dependence on the language of the 
essay question creates problems for the writer. In reading this passage, Shaughnessy keeps in 
mind both the words on the page and the mental process that produced them. Read in this way, 
the basic writer’s sentence becomes much more than the unreadable utterance of an unteachable 
student.  
David Bartholomae also provides an interesting point of contrast to figures like Baird and 
Coles, who have influenced his work but with whom he differs in some significant ways. 
Bartholomae is another careful reader of student texts, and like Shaughnessy, he often works 
closely with examples of student writing. In the introduction to his essay collection, Bartholomae 
considers this sentence from one of Shaughnessy’s students in Errors and Expectations: 
In my opinion I believe that you there is no field that cannot be effected some sort of 
advancement that one maybe need a college degree to make it.  
Bartholomae offers this interpretation:  
The kernel sentence is simple and heartfelt: “One needs a college degree to make it.” As  
the sentence diagrams itself, however, it enacts the drama of a student writer who knows 
that to “make it” in college one also needs to learn to write in forms that are more highly 
elaborated, where the writer is present not only as the locus of desire (“I want to make 
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it”) but as someone who thinks, who commands that role in the classroom and in the 
academy, a context the student can only begin to imagine by beginning to write, and so 
the sentence opens with a variety of performative excursions: 
 In my opinion 
 I believe that you 
 THERE IS NO FIELD THAT CANNOT BE EFFECTED 
 Some sort of advancement that? 
 One – maybe? – needs a college degree to make it. (“Living,” 4) 
In Bartholomae’s reading of this sentence we see some of the same kind of careful work that 
Shaughnessy does, teasing out the meaning of the sentence and speculating about the thinking 
that led the writer to compose it in this way. Bartholomae’s interpretation differs, however, in 
that it places more emphasis on imagining a version of the writer himself, what he knows and 
thinks and how he experiences his role as a student. The interpretation constructs a compelling 
version of the complex problems such a student would face in learning to write in the academy, 
but it performs a somewhat different function than Shaughnessy’s reading. Where Shaughnessy’s 
reading helps us to imagine how we might intervene in one particular student text, 
Bartholomae’s reading proposes a more comprehensive version of who the basic writer is—both 
this specific basic writer and a more general “basic writer.” It is a powerful reading, but one that 
might not account for the experiences of all basic writing students. 
Bartholomae has argued in many places for the importance of the student text—for the 
importance of practice—in composition. In “The Argument for Reading,” he describes the 
course Coles depicts in The Plural I as a course in close reading, and he calls for more of this 
kind of work in composition. I interpret “close reading” here as a way of claiming a primary 
 48 
position for the words on the page, especially the student’s page, and for the importance of 
reading and working with those words as the central activity of the course. The essay “The Study 
of Error” features an extensive case study of a text by a basic writing student named John, a case 
which Bartholomae says 
highlights the tremendous difficulty such a student has with editing, where a failure to 
correct a paper is not evidence of laziness or inattention or a failure to know correct 
forms, but evidence of the tremendous difficulty such a student has objectifying language 
and seeing it as black and white marks on a page, where things can be wrong even though 
the meaning seems right. (“The Study of Error,” 28) 
As in his reading of the basic writer’s sentence above, here Bartholomae relates to a student’s 
writing by constructing a version of the student writer himself. There are certainly risks involved 
in imagining aspects of the student to which we have no access, but the student that Bartholomae 
constructs enables teaching in a way that the alternative student—the student who is lazy and 
careless—does not. Both are the product of teachers’ assumptions, but Bartholomae’s version of 
the student writer is far more generous and provides much greater possibilities. Bartholomae also 
calls attention to the importance, and difficulty, of seeing words on a page as words on the page, 
and he argues that teaching students to read their writing in this way is essential to helping them 
reduce the occurrence of error in their texts. He resists accounts of the composing process in 
which the student text recedes into the background. In response to the cognitive process theory of 
composition outlined by Linda Flower and John R. Hayes (“A Cognitive Process Theory of 
Writing,” 1981), he argues that the authors’ 
references to invention and creativity seem to refer to something other than an act of 
writing – if writing is, finally, words on a page. Flower and Hayes locate the act of 
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writing solely within the mind of the writer. The act of writing, here, has a personal, 
cognitive history but not a history as a text, as a text that is made possible by prior texts. 
(“Inventing the University,” 66, emphasis added) 
This passage is from “Inventing the University,” which addresses the situation of basic writing 
students who, according to Bartholomae, must learn to write in the academy before they are fully 
part of it. Bartholomae argues that writing happens not only in the writer’s mind but on the page, 
and he asserts that “[i]f writing is a process, it is also a product; and it is the product, and not the 
plan for writing, that locates a writer on the page, that locates him in a text and a style and the 
codes or conventions that make both of them readable” (“Inventing the University,” 67). Near 
the end of “Inventing the University” he returns to this argument: 
The challenge to researchers, it seems to me, is to turn their attention again to products, to 
student writing, since the drama in a student’s essay, as he or she struggles with and 
against the languages of our contemporary life, is as intense and telling as the drama of 
an essay’s mental preparation or physical production. A written text, too, can be a 
compelling model of the “composing process” once we conceive of a writer as a work 
within a text and simultaneously, then within a society, a history, and a culture. 
(“Inventing,” 83)  
This passage again highlights the way in which Bartholomae reads student writing for how the 
text constructs its writer. There are echoes here of Coles, who writes in the course description 
used in The Plural I that “the self I am speaking of here, and the one with which we will be 
concerned in the classroom, is a literary self, not a mock or false self, but a stylistic self, the self 
construable from the way words fall on a page” (“The Plural I,” 12). Both teachers focus their 
attention on the words on the student’s page and on the way those words construct the student 
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writer. What distinguishes Bartholomae from Coles is the way in which he foregrounds the 
social nature of language, the way language derives meaning from the social “codes or 
conventions” in which we participate; Bartholomae imagines the writer not only as an individual 
but as a participant in larger historical and cultural contexts. There is certainly an implicit 
awareness of the social nature of language in Coles’s work, as in the argument that to be a 
professional means to use language like a professional (which implies a social group of 
professionals who use language in this way), but Bartholomae brings this aspect of language and 
writing forward to a much greater degree by focusing on what it means for students to have to 
come into academic discourse as they enter the social institution of the academy itself.  
This interest in the way student writers and their texts are always socially situated leads 
Bartholomae to take quite a different position from Coles on the issue of reading in the first-year 
composition course. In the introduction to Teaching Composing, Coles says he and his staff did 
not 
want our course to have as its subject some focus to which the act of the student’s 
composing his own experience in words, sentences, paragraphs was subsidiary. So we 
decided to get rid of everything that teachers and students alike are tempted to look at 
writing from behind or through or under. The anthology went; so did the standard plays, 
novels, and poems. . . . For all of us, like it or not, the subject was going to be writing as 
language, for that was all we had left: our assignments and class exercises, the students’ 
papers, and each other. (2) 
As Mariolina Salvatori has pointed out, this language suggests a fairly sweeping and potentially 
troubling rejection of the place of reading in a writing course (Salvatori 164). In a move similar 
to those made by both Richards and Baird, Coles rejects anything that could become a 
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convenient distraction, a reason for students and teachers not to look closely at the texts Coles 
considers most important. Salvatori also argues that Coles’s rejection of reading as he articulates 
it in Teaching Composition overlooks the more subtle question of what kind of reading should be 
done in a composition course. Even though Coles says they “decided to get rid of everything,” 
his published assignment sequences show that reading was often an important part of the 
assignments themselves. Students were frequently given a long passage from a text and asked to 
read carefully and to respond to a particular aspect of the excerpt. Coles says that he rejects the 
inclusion of outside materials that could become a distraction, but what he is actually rejecting is 
a particular way of reading those materials. By using only relatively small excerpts and by asking 
students to do very specific kinds of work with those passages, Coles is able to keep that reading 
tightly linked to the practice of writing and to control the degree to which the outside text 
becomes a presence in the course. 
Where Coles makes the gesture of removing all outside reading material and constructs a 
course in which the student text is in some ways isolated from other kinds of academic work, 
Bartholomae argues that reading and writing in response to the texts which constitute the 
discursive space of the academy are essential components of the first-year course. In Facts, 
Artifacts, and Counterfacts (1986), a collaborative account of the Basic Reading and Writing 
course taught at the University of Pittsburgh in the 1980s, Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky 
argue that basic writing students should not be prevented from doing the kind work that most 
college students are expected to do, even if they are unprepared to do it well, and part of that 
work is to engage in an extended intellectual inquiry involving the reading of a number of 
relatively difficult academic texts. Both the reading and writing assignments in the course were 
designed to help students learn to imagine the kinds of work people do in academic settings, 
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where scholars engage in extended inquiry-based projects. The course constructs student writing 
as real work rather than as practice for some kind of real work that students will do later on: 
Ours is not a course in study skills. We don’t teach students how to find information in a 
textbook – to skim and scan and read topic sentences. We don’t use workbooks; we use 
real books. Our assignments ask for something other than reports and summaries. Our 
students write drafts and revisions, not exercises; they work on semester-long projects, 
not the usual set pieces defined by discrete weekly themes. (Facts, 4) 
This course was not designed with a focus on error but rather on a particular approach to 
academic writing and, importantly, reading, and it imagines writing and reading as being 
intimately connected activities. Bartholomae and Petrosky argue that a basic writing course 
should approach reading as a “conceptual act,” based on the assessment that basic writers are 
often helpless when confronted with a moderately difficult text because they are unable to 
imagine the kinds of work that academic readers and writers do: “Their problems, we concluded, 
were not intrinsically reading problems but problems of composition, of the ability to ‘compose’ 
a reading” (Facts, 23). Though Pitt’s Basic Reading and Writing involved a great deal of work 
with student writing both in and out of class, that writing was closely connected to reading in 
important ways, and writing was conceived as a way of accessing students’ processes of making 
meaning as they read: “Our course offers reading as an activity and centers itself on a general 
inquiry into the possible relations between a reader and a text, something that can be represented 
by studying the specific written responses of specific readers” (Facts, 14). 
Despite these different positions on the place of reading in the composition course, 
Coles’s teaching certainly influenced the design of Basic Reading and Writing. The course 
followed a sequence of assignments that brought students to see the subject of the course, 
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“Growth and Change in Adolescence,” as a subject constructed of language as much as of 
experience. There is an understanding of language in Bartholomae’s work generally which 
echoes that of Baird and Coles in that thinking and language are not separated. The latter does 
not somehow neutrally represent or “clothe” the former; instead, “knowledge” always exists in 
discourse, never somehow apart from it, and the possibilities for knowledge or thinking are in 
many ways determined by the language in which the writer is working. Bartholomae resists the 
idea that thought or writing somehow exist in the mind of the writer, separate from the words on 
the page. What is different in Bartholomae, though, is the emphasis on the way in which that 
discourse exists outside of the individual writer; in language that echoes Bakhtin, he argues that 
the writer must struggle with discourse that “has a memory of its own, its own rich network of 
structures and connections beyond the deliberate control of any individual imagination” 
(“Inventing” 69). Coles addresses the problem of writing in clichés or borrowed language in the 
form of Themewriting, but he does not take on to the same degree the question of what it means 
to write in a context such as the academy, which is crowded with many other voices among 
which the individual writer must somehow situate herself. Bartholomae argues that “Students 
write in a space defined by all the writing that has preceded them, writing the academy 
insistently draws together: in the library, in the reading list, in the curriculum. This is busy, 
noisy, intertextual space” (“Writing With Teachers,” 64). Because he insists that composition 
courses should have this space in mind, rather than an idealized space in which students write in 
freedom from the pressures of other texts and voices (an approach which Bartholomae associates 
with Peter Elbow), Bartholomae’s teaching, as represented in Facts, Artifacts, and Counterfacts 
and Ways of Reading, involves a core of required readings. Bartholomae draws on Coles in many 
ways and shares his deep commitment to working with student writing as the central activity of 
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the composition course, but he—rightly, I would argue—puts reading back on the table. To 
construct student writing as existing in a context of other, more powerful texts more closely 
reflects the context in which all writers do their work. 
 
Like pedagogies of practical criticism, written comments on students’ texts emphasize “the space 
on the page and what it might mean to do work there and not somewhere else” (Bartholomae 
333), and like practical criticism, written comments begin with teachers’ reading. In many 
courses for which students write, the writing itself generally stays off-stage; it is read only by the 
teacher and the student writer, and perhaps a peer reviewer. Otherwise, the work that is 
represented by particular students’ texts often remains somewhat hidden. However, when the 
teacher reads and responds to those texts, the students’ writing—their practice of the ideas in the 
course—becomes the center of attention, and when students and teachers engage in the process 
of writing, reading and revising in response to written comments, they are, if in some cases only 
temporarily, engaging in a process of practical criticism. The teachers I consider here, in 
different ways and for different reasons, all put student texts at the center of their work, and 
when we comment on students’ writing, we do something similar. Because of this shared 
emphasis on teachers’ reading, the work of the teachers I have considered can offer other 
teachers valuable ways of thinking about written response—not specific practices, but rather an 
awareness of the place of teachers’ reading in written response and in teaching composition more 
generally.  
One idea that runs through many of the examples of practical criticism I have considered 
is that of language “running orders through chaos.” Baird did not use this phrase in reference to 
the writing that teachers do on student texts, but I think it offers a possible way of understanding 
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what can happen when teachers read and write on students’ papers. Comments written on a text, 
I would argue, can perform something like “running orders through chaos” by attempting to 
make visible a particular reading, in which the teacher emphasizes certain elements and de-
emphasizes others. To recall from a discussion earlier in this chapter, in the Fall 1959 assignment 
sequence of English 1-2, Baird writes that 
When we write or talk and use words and symbols and signs, what we are doing is 
making sets, composing, organizing, ordering similarities. This act of ordering (a 
metaphor for all sorts of things that happen) is an extremely difficult one to express in 
general. Nevertheless it is at the heart, in the center, of our experience. (Baird, quoted in 
Varnum 37) 
Robin Varnum notes that in Assignment 26 of this sequence, “Baird had pointed out that ‘order’ 
and ‘chaos’ were relative terms and that ‘one man’s chaos’ could be another’s order” (Varnum 
38). This point that the character of a particular “order” depends on the individual is important, 
because it gets at the way in which the “order” Baird is talking about is not the kind that is 
imposed as a means of enforcing stability; rather, it is a way of organizing and making meaning 
out of experience, meaning which varies depending on who does the ordering and under what 
circumstances. The final assignment of this sequence asked students to “make an order out of the 
assignments you have done this semester, an order, that is, of thinking which you have made for 
yourself in doing these assignments” (Baird, quoted in Varnum 38). The language of this 
assignment—the use of an order, rather than the order; the emphasis on the student as maker of 
that order (an order which might be different from those of other students); and the fact that it 
asks students to do this work by returning to their own language and that of previous 
assignments—further suggests that the kind of order Baird refers to is the way in which language 
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shapes our ways of thinking and seeing the world, ways which can vary widely. This final 
assignment, which asks students to “make an order” by re-reading their own writing, also 
suggests that along with writing, reading too—the act of composing an interpretation of a text or 
set of texts—is also a means of “running orders through chaos.” 
Though he uses somewhat different terms, Coles also addresses this idea of “running 
orders through chaos” when he writes about the assignment sequence presented in Teaching 
Composing: 
We wanted a course that would enable us to suggest to students the ways in which their 
lives, no less than their papers, are composed, composed by language, designed and 
arranged by the symbol systems through which all of us see the world and by which we 
are in turn given the identities we have. (1) 
Here again, language, as the means by which we engage with and make meaning of the world, 
creates different kinds of order by “composing,” “designing,” and “arranging” experience. This 
passage implies a way of reading in which students are brought to see their own use of language 
as a means of creating different kinds of order, both on paper and in the world beyond their texts. 
In the courses he describes, Coles aims to teach students to see their language as having this 
effect and to make more conscious choices about the orders they want to compose in both their 
writing and their lives. 
The discourse of basic-writing pedagogy offers examples of how, in addition to writing, 
the act of reading can run orders through what might seem at times to be a chaotic text. I want to 
return for a moment to Bartholomae’s assessment of Errors and Expectations: 
The value of the taxonomy in the book is the method it defines, where one looks long and 
closely at a student’s writing to determine what patterns emerge. Through the perception 
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of such patterns, one can discover that errors are not random, but products of systematic 
decision-making . . . and one can begin to speculate on the causes of the specific errors, 
rather than begin with the buckshot approach of teaching to all possible error. 
(“Released” 44) 
This characterization foregrounds the degree to which the work of reading student writing is a 
matter of “running orders through chaos,” discerning an order that will determine how one 
chooses to respond. To teach these students effectively, the teacher must learn to read for the 
order of the basic writing student’s text, even though that order is most likely an unconventional 
one. She must then teach students to see the differences between their own idiosyncratic orders 
and the ones that academic readers would conventionally expect: “As teachers and students learn 
to perceive patterns in the apparent confusion of student writing, that writing comes to represent 
something other than confusion” (“Released,” 40). This concept of reading as the act of creating 
meaning or order out of the chaos of a text is also one of the foundational theories of the Pitt 
basic writing course as portrayed in Facts, Artifacts and Counterfacts. Bartholomae and Petrosky 
argue that “[w]hen reading is defined as something other than the activity of working one’s way 
through a long, complex text and imposing order and meaning on the information acquired from 
the text, it is easy to see literacy as the sum of constituent skills” (Facts, 12). But, again, it is 
important to note that “order” here is not a single order which exists outside of the individual 
reader, who must wait for a teacher to confirm that her “order” is correct; order and meaning are 
composed by the reader through the experience of wrestling with the text. One reader’s order 
may be different from another’s and neither may be “incorrect,” although some orders may be 
more successful than others, depending on the context 
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I would argue that one thing teachers’ written response does in outlining at least a partial 
representation of the teacher’s reading is to construct an order, not necessarily in the sense of 
imposing order (although sometimes that is the desire) but rather one order out of many possible 
others. I do not want to push too hard on the metaphor of “order” or to say that written comments 
do or should make a student’s text more “orderly.” What they attempt to do, however, is to make 
visible for the student another’s interpretation, a way of making sense of the text that is not 
necessarily the same as writer’s own. We see a version of comments on a text, although not 
written by a teacher, as a means of ordering and interpreting when Bartholomae and Petrosky 
discuss the way their students typically read books, making no marks on the pages and finding 
themselves at the end with nothing to say. They argue that basic writing students need to learn 
the ways in which successful academic writers usually read, making the marks that enable them 
to compose an interpretation: 
They need to learn, in other words, to create the kind of index that a more experienced 
reader creates by putting checks in the margin or circling page numbers or in some way 
indicating sections or phrases that seem interesting or puzzling or significant, sections or 
phrases that they can turn to later when they need to work up an account of what they’ve 
read (Facts, 18).  
Though Bartholomae and Petrosky are not writing about teachers’ comments, this description of 
experienced readers’ note-taking calls attention to the way in which the act of reading can itself 
be a kind of ordering. These marks indicate what seemed important or confusing to a particular 
reader at a particular moment in time, and they help to create a version of the text that is specific 
to that event of reading. Marks on a student’s page can perform a similar function, providing the 
student reader with a reading or ordering of her text that she may use, incorporate, or push 
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against as she re-composes that text in revision. The reading of teachers and the written 
comments that emerge from that reading run orders through student texts in a number of ways. 
Comments can suggest, implicitly or explicitly, what aspects of the text are important and worthy 
of further attention. They can also indicate what the student has done well and what aspects of 
the text are less successful. They can suggest, implicitly or explicitly, a way of seeing a subject 
that is different from the one represented in the student’s text. They can call attention to gaps in 
thinking. And the “order” suggested by one teacher’s comments may be quite different from that 
of another teacher looking at the same text. 
An example of a written response to a student text illustrates how even brief comments 
can create a kind of order according to a particular teacher’s reading. This paper was written for 
a seminar for senior English majors on popular song lyrics as literature. Students in this course 
were required to write several one-page papers in a variety of genres, such as a review, a parody, 
or an annotated list of songs. This essay is a review of Charles Manson’s 1968 album Lie: The 
Love and Terror Cult. The teacher’s marginal comments are light, and the majority of them 
respond to this one paragraph: 
While Manson’s songs aren’t exactly brilliant, they’re pretty enjoyable overall. And he 
does have some real gems on the album; his last song, “Eyes of a Dreamer” is 
legitimately very good. “Cease to Exist” is also pretty smooth, and was actually covered 
by The Beach Boys on their “20/20” album. (Interestingly, they chose to tweak the song a 
bit: “Cease to Resist” became the new title.) And, I’d be remiss in excluding “Garbage 
Dump,” a hilarious song about garbage picking, which includes the unforgettable lines, 
What makes them 
enjoyable? 
Why? 
We need more 
than this 
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“There’s a market basket an’ a A&P. I don’t care if de box boys are starin’ at me. I don’t 
even care who wins de war. I’ll be in dem cans behind my favorite store.”7 
The teacher’s notes on this paragraph ask the student to give more detailed criteria for her vague, 
general evaluations of the songs and point to places where she might do this work. In his 
endnote, the teacher continues this line of response: 
You’ve chosen an interesting subject here, and you might speculate a bit more on the 
relationship between the ethics of an artist and the value of his/her art. But what this 
paper needs most are more detailed descriptions of the songs. A quick pair of adjectives 
doesn’t do much to help us imagine them – I’d suggest you discuss fewer songs, so you 
can say more about them. 
This teacher may or may not share some of the pedagogical interests or values of any of the 
teachers I have discussed, but in his response, he nevertheless performs a kind of practical 
criticism by explaining how this particular student’s text relates to the kind of writing he wants to 
teach, and he constructs an order out of her text based on his own reading of it. In this essay, the 
student writes about Manson’s music, but not in a way that conveys much of her experience to a 
reader. In his response, the teacher could have emphasized any number of issues at the expense 
of others. He could, for example, have focused instead on the tone of the student’s paper and 
raised questions about what kind of writerly “voice” might be most effective for a review of 
popular music. Instead, though, he focuses on the absence of detailed descriptions of the songs. 
Though brief, his comments create a kind of order of concerns in which the most important issue 
for the student to attend to is her description, followed by the larger question of the relationship 
between ethics and art. The endnote also provides insight into the kind of reading that has led 
                                                 
7 The full text of this essay is included as Appendix A. 
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this teacher to create this particular order out of this student’s text; at this moment in this course, 
he is primarily interested in why the student judges this music in the way that she does, and he 
wants to see more of the thinking that has caused this student to pronounce these songs 
“enjoyable” and “smooth.”  
Thinking of the work that we do when we write comments in terms of running orders 
through chaos suggests questions that can be useful to teachers in thinking about their own 
commenting practices. What kind of readers of student writing are we? What do we tend to 
notice in students’ papers, and to what do we tend to call their attention? What elements do we 
emphasize, and what elements do we tend to overlook? Most importantly, are these the elements 
we want to be foregrounding when we give students our response, or are there other ways of 
ordering a text that could be more productive for particular students? Is the way we read student 
texts and the orders that we construct in our comments consistent with our goals for the course?  
More broadly, thinking of written response as practical criticism can also help us to 
imagine the work of writing comments as an act of teaching rather than as the more limited work 
that some terms used for it suggest, terms such as “editing,” “correcting,” “marking” or 
“grading.” As a framework, practical criticism can help us to conceptualize written response as a 
serious pedagogical activity that starts with the work of teachers as active readers. The purpose 
of gathering the work of these teachers together under one umbrella is not to say that student 
writing or written response should be one thing or another, but rather to highlight the strong, 
visible connection between how they conceptualize their work as teachers and how the practical 
work of student writing relates to that project.  For the work Richards does in Practical 
Criticism, student writing was a means to an end that ultimately was not about writing; for 
Richards, student writing was a window into students’ reading and a way of thinking about how 
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to teach them to read better. For Brower, who also used student writing in the context of 
literature instruction, writing was a means of interacting with individual students in the context 
of a large lecture course, a way of intervening into the practices of particular readers and writers 
with whom he might not otherwise have had much contact. Baird and Coles approached student 
writing quite differently; for them, student writing was a more central activity and was the 
primary site for work in their courses. In somewhat different ways, these teachers conceptualized 
student writing as a place where students were asked to engage with a philosophy in which 
language is an important constituent of experience and to think about how language shapes the 
way we understand and make meaning of the world around us. Teachers of basic writing brought 
very different goals to their teaching and read student texts for the causes and patterns of the 
errors they contained so that they might help students to understand these errors and learn to 
write in a more academically acceptable way.  
In asking what place student writing occupies in our own teaching and how that place 
determines the way we read, we can bring various assumptions and objectives out into the open 
so that we may question and refine them and think about how we might further them through our 
written response. As Brower suggests, written response is one place where we confront the work 
of individual students, where we can see how they are or are not putting the ideas of a course into 
practice, and where we have the opportunity to involve ourselves in that practice through our 
own reading and writing. In the Manson paper above, for example, the teacher might very well 
give his students a lecture on the general importance of working closely with quoted passages in 
their writing, but in the moment when he responds to this student, he is teaching by means of his 
work as a reader of this particular text and by making his case to the student using her own 
words. This mode of teaching, which takes the student text as the primary venue for 
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communication, can potentially have a greater effect on the student writer by suggesting what 
various ideas about reading and writing might look like in terms of her own particular practice. 
Practical criticism offers a way of understanding the work we do when we respond to student 
texts that emphasizes the connection between, on one hand, the goals of a particular pedagogy 
and the thinking that underpins it, and on the other hand, the specific practices of teachers and 
students. As such, it can help us to think about how we want our written comments to connect 
with the more theoretical or intangible aspects of teaching and how that response can further our 
goals as part of a larger pedagogical project, whatever that project may be. 
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3.0  THE PROBLEM OF AUTHORITY IN RESPONDING TO STUDENT TEXTS 
In May 1982, College Composition and Communication (CCC) featured two articles on teachers’ 
written comments, “Responding to Student Writing” by Nancy Sommers and “Students’ Rights 
to Their Own Texts” by C.H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon. These were by no means the first 
scholarly articles to address the topic of written comments, but a survey of the scholarship from 
the past few decades suggests that these essays mark a critical moment that helped to define the 
terms of much of the scholarship that followed. These pieces can be found at the center of a body 
of scholarship on written response that urges teachers to restrain their own authority in the 
classroom and to resist the impulse to appropriate their students’ texts through their written 
comments. Ideas introduced in these articles—such as “directive” versus “facilitative” 
commenting, or “appropriating” students’ texts—have become commonplace in discussions of 
response in composition studies. This study explores the ways in which written comments serve 
as a means of teaching, and the way we construct the role of the teacher is central both to how 
we talk about commenting and how we engage in the practice of writing comments. In this 
chapter, I examine the issues of teacher authority and the appropriation of students’ texts that 
these essays raise, and I explore the question of what kind of authoritative relationships teachers 
can and should adopt toward student texts when they read and respond to them.  
The argument to use comments to encourage revision rather than simply to correct errors 
or justify a grade was an important shift in teachers’ thinking about written response and was 
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part of a larger movement to think of student texts as part of an ongoing process of writing rather 
than as final, static products to be judged. In the scholarship on response to student texts, both 
before and after the articles by Sommers and Knoblauch and Brannon, many of the same points 
are emphasized again and again as scholar-teachers attempt to apply their understanding of the 
writing process to the practice of written response. Indeed, the admonition to comment on a text 
as though it were part of an ongoing process of revision rather than a fixed product may be the 
single most-repeated argument in the commenting literature (see Horvath, McDonald, 
Winterowd, among others). However, the push to move from what was assumed to be the 
traditional, product-oriented model to the new, process-oriented approach at times led teachers to 
construct response as falling into only one of two categories. On one hand was the traditional 
kind of response, which was understood to be authoritarian, directive, teacher-centered, focused 
on error, and not particularly interested in what students were thinking or saying. On the other 
hand was the newer process-oriented response, a kind of response that was intended to be 
facilitative and student-centered, with a teacher who thought of writing more as a process of 
making meaning and who was more interested in students’ goals and purposes than in her own. 
These categories are also frequently described in terms of where to locate authority or ownership 
of the student text—often a dichotomized choice between teacher and student. 
In “Responding to Student Writing,” Nancy Sommers articulates what she imagines most 
teachers, including herself, are trying to do when they comment on students’ texts. She likens 
teachers’ comments to those of professional editors, comments which “show us when we have 
communicated our ideas and when not, raising questions from a reader’s point of view that may 
not have occurred to us as writers” (Sommers 148). She also notes that comments help students 
learn to imagine a reader, and that they motivate revision. Based on her study of comments 
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written by teachers at two universities, however, Sommers argues that teachers often 
“appropriate” students’ writing:  
[T]eachers’ comments can take students’ attention away from their own purposes in 
writing a particular text and focus that attention on the teachers’ purpose in commenting. 
The teacher appropriates the text from the student by confusing the student’s purpose in 
writing the text with her own purpose in commenting. (149)  
In order to explain what she means by “appropriation,” Sommers describes the way in which she 
sees teachers commenting on surface errors rather than on the meaning the student was trying to 
convey, thereby redirecting students’ attention from their own rhetorical goals to the teacher’s 
interest in sentence-level issues. She argues that this practice gives students the impression that 
surface errors are more important than the meaning of the text, that a first draft is relatively fixed 
in terms of both form and content, and that only superficial corrections are necessary. She also 
argues against the practice of commenting on both meaning and error with no “scale of 
concerns” to help students understand which aspects of writing are more important to focus on at 
a particular stage of the writing process. This position accords with Sommers’s earlier essay, 
“Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers,” in which she finds that 
experienced writers are more willing than students to make significant changes to a draft and that 
they tend to turn their attention to sentence-level revising later in the revision process. 
Although Sommers takes the position in “Responding to Student Writing” that teachers 
should resist the urge to take control of their students’ texts, the issue of teacher authority in this 
piece is complicated. Explaining what she sees as the effects of teachers’ appropriation of 
student texts, Sommers says that 
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[i]n the beginning of the process there was the writer, her words, and her desire to 
communicate her ideas. But after the comments of the teacher are imposed on the first or 
second draft, the student’s attention dramatically shifts from “This is what I want to say,” 
to “This is what you the teacher are asking me to do.” (Sommers 150) 
In this vision of the writing process, Sommers starts out with the writer, alone with her language 
and ideas, an image which locates authority fairly strongly with the student. When the teacher 
enters the picture, the focus shifts from student to teacher, and the choice Sommers seems to 
present is between a writing process that is either wholly student-centered or wholly teacher-
centered. This dichotomy is particularly odd when we remember that because the student is 
writing for a class, there is more to the situation than “her words” and “her desire to 
communicate her ideas”; there is also the assignment to which she is responding and a reader 
who will assign a grade, and it is difficult to believe that the shift in focus from student to teacher 
is ever as clear as Sommers describes it here. Elsewhere in the essay, though, the question of 
authority does not seem so simple, as in this description of the role Sommers feels teachers 
should play in the student’s writing process:  
Instead of finding errors or showing students how to patch up parts of their texts, we need 
to sabotage our students’ conviction that the drafts they have written are complete and 
coherent. Our comments need to offer students revision tasks of a different order of 
complexity and sophistication from the ones that they themselves identify, by forcing 
students back into the chaos, back to the point where they are shaping and restructuring 
their meaning. (154)8 
                                                 
8 Sommers cites Ann Berthoff’s The Making of Meaning as the source of this thinking. 
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The language here is striking; the authoritarian vocabulary of “sabotage” and “forcing” contrasts 
sharply with Sommers’s earlier urging of teachers not to appropriate their students’ texts. At the 
same time that she urges teachers to relinquish control of students’ texts, she urges them to assert 
considerable control over the processes by which these texts are produced. At this point, 
Sommers seems to be arguing for redirecting teachers’ authority rather than completely 
restraining it. 
In “On Students’ Rights to Their Own Texts: A Model of Teacher Response,” Knoblauch 
and Brannon offer their own assessment of teacher response, and they foreground issues of 
authority and textual ownership to a greater degree than Sommers. (The title of Knoblauch and 
Brannon’s piece echoes that of the “Students’ Rights to Their Own Language” resolution 
published by CCC in 1974.) They begin their article by considering the way in which readers 
approach texts written by authorized writers with an implicit faith in the writers’ choices: “The 
sources of writers’ authority may be quite various. But whatever the reason for our granting 
authority, what we are conceding is the author’s right to make statements in exactly the way they 
are made in order to say exactly what the writer wishes to say” (Knoblauch and Brannon 157). 
The authors then go on to address the way in which, in a classroom situation, teachers often do 
not grant student writers the same authority they would grant other writers. They acknowledge 
that because of students’ inexperience, teachers often have good reason not to grant this 
authority. Nevertheless, they argue that  
[d]enying students control of what they want to say must surely reduce incentive and 
also, presumably, the likelihood of improvement. Regardless of what we may know about 
students’ authority, therefore, we lose more than we gain by preempting their control and 
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allowing our own Ideal Texts to dictate choices that properly belong to the writers. 
(Knoblauch and Brannon 159) 
Knoblauch and Brannon argue that in a classroom situation, “the reader [the teacher] assumes 
primary control of the choices that writers make, feeling perfectly free to ‘correct’ those choices 
any time an apprentice deviates from the teacher-reader’s conception of what the developing text 
‘ought’ to look like or ‘ought’ to be doing” (Knoblauch and Brannon 158). They also introduce 
the concept of an “Ideal Text” to which teachers compare students’ texts as they read, and they 
suggest that teachers’ comments most often serve to illustrate the difference between the ideal 
text in the teacher’s head and the actual student text on the page, a kind of commentary they 
oppose. They argue that this approach to commenting can lead students to abandon their own 
purposes in writing in favor of writing to satisfy the teacher, leading to “a diminishing of 
students’ commitment to communicate ideas that they value and even a diminishing of the 
incentive to write” (159).  
Knoblauch and Brannon revisit and extend this theme of competing student/teacher 
agendas in “Responding to Texts: Facilitating Revision in the Writing Workshop.” This piece 
further develops the idea of an Ideal Text to which teachers compare students’ texts when 
composing their responses. They argue that in traditional composition teaching, an emphasis on 
writing as a product “encourages a directive style of commentary, the function of which is either 
simply to label the errors in writing or to define restrictively what a student would (or will) have 
to do in order to perfect it in the teacher’s eyes” (Brannon and Knoblauch 123). They argue that 
teachers should instead adopt a “facilitative” approach to commenting, in which comments “are 
designed to preserve the writer’s control of the discourse, while also registering uncertainty 
about what the writer wishes to communicate” (Brannon and Knoblauch 126). 
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Knoblauch and Brannon advocate that teachers diminish their authority in response, 
arguing that teachers should  
alter their traditional emphasis on a relationship between student texts and their own Ideal 
Text in favor of the relationship between what the writer meant to say and what the 
discourse actually manifests of that intention. . . . We must replace our professional but 
still idiosyncratic models of how writing ought to appear, and put in their place a less 
authoritarian concern for how student texts make us respond as readers and whether those 
responses are congruent with the writers’ intentions or not (Knoblauch and Brannon 161). 
The authors identify teachers’ own desires and goals for student texts as “authoritarian,” and they 
explicitly write against the teacher’s authority to determine what a text should look like in the 
context of the class. They go on to describe what they believe to be the ideal role of the teacher 
as reader/commenter: 
[T]he teacher’s proper role is not to tell the student explicitly what to do but rather to 
serve as a sounding-board enabling the writer to see confusions in the text and 
encouraging the writer to explore alternatives that he or she may not have considered. 
The teacher’s role is to attract a writer’s attention to the relationship between intention 
and effect, enabling a recognition of discrepancies between them, even suggesting ways 
to eliminate the discrepancies, but finally leaving decisions about alternative choices to 
the writer, not the teacher. (Knoblauch and Brannon 162) 
Knoblauch and Brannon explicitly identify the purpose of teacher commentary as helping the 
student writer improve the effectiveness of her communication, narrowing the gap between the 
effect the student wanted to achieve and the effect her text actually had. The teacher’s role in this 
formulation is not to question or challenge the student’s purposes or intentions, and the strongest 
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role they imagine for the teacher is to “encourag[e] the writer to explore alternatives that he or 
she may not have considered.” The metaphor of a “sounding-board” represents the teacher as a 
relatively passive figure whose role is to reflect the student’s thoughts and utterances in a way 
that allows the student to see gaps and missteps for herself rather than to engage with the student 
text in a more assertive way. This philosophy of commenting differs somewhat from Nancy 
Sommers’s argument that teachers should interfere with students’ belief that their drafts are 
complete by “forcing them back into the chaos,” which is a stronger construction of the teacher’s 
role. Knoblauch and Brannon urge teachers to locate agency and textual ownership with the 
student; they emphasize the importance of the “writers’ real intentions” as the factor that 
determines the text’s success, and they encourage teachers to leave final decisions about revision 
up to the student writer. This approach to response constructs the teacher as a facilitator and 
gives ultimate control over the text to the student writer.  
Brannon and Knoblauch also limit the authority of teachers’ response by de-emphasizing 
the importance of written commentary in favor of face-to-face discussions in conferences so that 
the student has the opportunity to respond to the teacher (163). They suggest that if this kind of 
discussion is not possible, students should compose their own accompanying commentary to 
explain to the teacher-reader what they intended. In this model of response, the student text itself 
remains untouched and response happens apart from it, through discussion or through the 
creation of other texts, rather than on the text itself. 
There is a strong desire in this work to open up alternatives to the “traditional” 
pedagogies I describe above, which are assumed to have provided no space for the student writer 
as a thinking, acting, decision-making presence. One can see in this work a valuable desire to 
carve out a space where students could learn to engage in writing as an ongoing process and as 
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an act of invention and discovery, and in which students and their ideas mattered. What was then 
a relatively new emphasis on student-centered pedagogy helped to construct students as 
deserving greater respect than they were thought to have been granted in classrooms and in 
scholarship. Based largely on work like this, we often caution new teachers, rightly, not to 
overpower their students’ texts with too many error corrections or with overly directive 
comments that do not allow students any room to make choices about how to revise.  
Considering the kind of pedagogy that these authors were writing against, it seems 
reasonable to label the desires and goals they critique as “authoritarian”; when read today, 
though, without that immediate context, Knoblauch and Brannon’s articles seem to suggest that 
we simply replace the teacher’s intentions with the student’s, a reading which has more 
problematic consequences for teaching composition. While students’ intentions are certainly 
important, this insistence that the teacher not interfere with those intentions seems limiting and 
does not allow for the kind of learning that can occur when a teacher’s interventions engage and 
challenge a student writer. This argument also assumes that students’ intentions are stable, an 
idea which has been critiqued by a number of scholars (for example, see Crowley). Students 
often do not enter writing courses with enough experience to be able to start a piece of writing 
with clear, fully developed intentions, and to remove this aspect of writing from the scope of the 
teacher’s intervention and engagement seems to limit the possibilities of teaching writing as a 
process of making meaning, even though this is the kind of composition these scholars advocate. 
Questioning students’ arguments and assumptions, posing other possibilities, directing students’ 
attention to other texts (or back to the text they are responding to), and even disagreeing with 
students, pushing against their arguments, can all lead in exciting and often surprising directions 
that students might not have taken on their own. This approach also does not allow for the fact 
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that teachers often have greater knowledge of and experience with ways of writing and thinking 
that will help students to be taken seriously in an academic setting.  
The move to limit the teacher’s authority as a reaction to overly authoritarian pedagogies 
appears in other scholarship on response as well. In 1984, Brooke Horvath published a “practical 
synthesis of current views” on response, which opens with the following statement: 
It is well to note at the outset that my concern here is with formative, not summative, 
evaluation. Determining a paper’s grade and writing comments to explain or to justify 
that grade; deciding how well a paper measures up to one’s expectations, fulfills the 
requirements of an assignment, meets certain criteria of good prose; in short, passing 
judgment, ranking: this is summative evaluation, which treats a text as a finished product 
and the student’s writing ability as at least momentarily fixed. Formative evaluation, on 
the other hand, is intent on helping students improve their writing abilities; it approaches 
a paper “not in terms of what has been done . . . not to judge, but to identify problems and 
possibilities” [McDonald 1978]. (Horvath 137) 
In dividing various kinds of response into two neat categories, summative and formative, 
Horvath makes clear the kind of commentary she is interested in, but she also contributes to the 
idea that response can in fact be easily divided into two types. In a later example, “Learning to 
Read Student Papers from a Feminine Perspective” (1989), Elizabeth Flynn describes her own 
shift away from reading student texts from a “masculine” approach, in which the responding 
teacher acts as an evaluator or judge. Instead, she adopted what she calls a “feminine” approach: 
“My comments on the drafts were meant to be helpful rather than judgmental, and I read the final 
products as documents in which I had an investment. . . . The important thing was that my 
relationship with my students changed. I was no longer merely an adversary. I was also on their 
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side, a friendly advisor” (Flynn 51).9 Although Flynn’s terminology is different, she also divides 
commentary into two fairly distinct types based on how the teacher chooses to apply her 
authority. 
Even in scholarship that does not work in dichotomies to the same extent, the desire to 
limit the teacher’s authority persists. In “Sideshadowing Teacher Response” (1997), Nancy 
Welch draws on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin to explore the usefulness of the idea of 
“sideshadowing” for teaching composition. Sideshadowing, as opposed to foreshadowing or 
predicting the future, is a way of thinking about texts that resists the idea of one inevitable path 
for revision and concentrates instead on bringing forward the multiple directions a text could 
take, and their consequences. Welch focuses on the tendency of teachers to read and respond 
with an eye towards some specific kind of revision, whether that revision is shaped by the 
teacher’s projections for the paper or what the teacher perceives to be the student’s intentions. 
Although Welch does not discuss her own use of “sideshadowing” as a pedagogical method 
extensively in this piece, her argument seems to be that we should invite students to write in the 
margins along with us as a way of challenging the inevitability of the teacher’s response: 
“Through sideshadowing we can refuse to reserve the margins for the teacher’s words, speaking 
loudest, carrying the most weight, alone” (Welch 377). Welch’s anxiety about the authority of 
the teacher’s comments leads her to attempt to diffuse that authority by making a space for 
students’ voices in the margins of the texts alongside her own. 
In response to this trend toward limiting teachers’ authority, critiques have been mounted 
of the idea of a classroom in which the teacher relinquishes all authority to the students, or a 
classroom in which all members are assumed to be equal. For example, in “Reading Students, 
                                                 
9 For alternative considerations of authority and feminist pedagogy, see for example bell hooks or Frances A. Maher. 
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Reading Ourselves: Revising the Teacher’s Role in the Writing Class” (1991), Lad Tobin raises 
questions about “teachers who describe themselves as ‘facilitators’ (as if they have no agenda of 
their own, or rather, as if their agenda is not important) or as ‘just another member of the writing 
workshop’” (Tobin 338). He argues that in moving from a paradigm defined by product to one 
defined by process, teachers have mistakenly created a role for themselves in which they deny 
their own authority and their own inescapably central role in the class. He argues that we need to 
find a more complicated way of understanding teacher authority: 
I suspect that the notion of teacher-as-non-authority developed as a necessary stage or 
antithesis to the thesis offered by traditional classroom teachers. The synthesis is to move 
beyond either/or thinking—either we have authority or they do, either we own the text or 
they do, either the meaning is in the writer or the reader—towards a more dialectical 
definition. Rather than dichotomizing the teacher’s and the student’s roles, we need to see 
how they are inseparably related. (Tobin 338-39) 
Because Sommers, Knoblauch and Brannon do not focus extensively on working out a positive 
understanding of the teacher’s authority as it figures in response but instead emphasize the ways 
in which authority is often mis-applied, they appear to fall into this dichotomizing trajectory 
Tobin describes.   
In “The Concept of Control in Teacher Response” (1996), Richard Straub attempts to 
complicate the terms of the discussion, noting that even fourteen years after the publication of 
Sommers’s and Brannon and Knoblauch’s essays,  
our professional talk about teacher response is still dominated by the concept of control.  
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. . . With a remarkable consistency, the recent scholarship of response has urged us to 
reject styles that take control over student texts and encouraged us instead to adopt styles 
that allow students to retain greater responsibility over their writing. (Straub 223)  
Straub critiques the way in which terms related to authority tend to become dichotomized—
“directive or facilitative, authoritative or collaborative, teacher-based or student-based”—and he 
questions the degree to which any comments can easily be classified as exclusively one type or 
another (225). He concludes that  
[t]he main question of teacher response . . . is not a question of whether or not to impose 
our views on students and somehow control their writing choices. . . . The critical 
questions have to do with when and to what extent we as individual teachers exert control 
over student writing through our comments: How much should I make decisions for the 
writer? How much should I leave the student to figure out on his own? How much can I 
productively allow the student to explore his own writing choices? What is the best style 
for me, given my propensities as a teacher, given what I have to accomplish in this class, 
given what I think is going to help students learn to write better? What kind of comments 
will be best for this student, with this paper, at this time? (Straub 247) 
Straub’s conclusions are based on his observations of the commenting practices of respected 
composition scholars—Edward White, Jane Peterson, Anne Gere, and Peter Elbow. In his article, 
Straub reads comments written by these four teachers in response to a single student paper. He 
sees these teachers employing a variety of styles and approaches effectively, and he concludes 
that we need a more sophisticated, nuanced, and contextualized approach to thinking about how 
authority and control figure into the practice of writing good comments.  
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I agree with Straub, and I would argue that even as we consider the proper limits of 
teachers’ authority, it is important to think about what kind of authority teachers should assert 
when responding to students' texts—what kind of suggestions we should make, what questions 
we should ask, when we should disagree with what a student has written. Sommers, Knoblauch 
and Brannon want students to make changes to their texts based on their own perceptions and 
purposes rather than on what they think the teacher wants, and to a certain degree, I cannot argue 
with this position—what teacher does not want her students to “take ownership” of their writing 
processes and texts, producing papers which do the work the writer wants to do, and do it 
effectively? At the same time, though, this position raises a number of important and difficult 
questions: To what extent is it possible to think of students’ and teachers’ purposes as being 
separate or different in the way that some scholars have implied? What exactly does it mean to 
“appropriate” a student’s text? Is this appropriation necessarily bad or avoidable? Under what 
circumstances and in what ways might this appropriation be pedagogically permissible or 
productive? How might more nuanced ways of discussing teacher authority further our thinking 
about commenting practices?  
The issues of authority and appropriation are closely related, and in exploring the 
questions of how much and in what ways teachers should intervene in students’ texts, it is 
important to consider both. Although both of these terms have been used negatively in 
composition scholarship, they are actually multifaceted and quite complex. The common 
understanding of the verb “to appropriate” is to take possession of, often but not always without 
the right or authorization. It is interesting to note how many of our terms for learning and 
understanding also refer to a kind of taking possession: “grasp,” “apprehend,” or even 
“digest,”—to take into one’s body for processing into a different form. William Sherman uses 
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this last term repeatedly to describe the work that Renaissance thinker John Dee does in reading 
and annotating his books (Sherman 81). None of these terms is necessarily negative, but for 
many composition scholars thinking about written response, “appropriation” has had a decidedly 
negative connotation. In order to understand this negative form of appropriation, we must also 
understand the issue of authority, because this kind of appropriation is one in which the teacher, 
an authoritative reader, takes too much control of the text away from the student writer. Like 
appropriation, though, authority is complex and can take different forms, some positive, some 
negative, some inevitable, some avoidable. 
Paulo Freire has addressed questions of authority extensively, and his thinking exhibits 
many of the same values as the teachers who worked to make commenting practices more 
process-oriented and student-centered. He is well known for the pedagogical philosophy he 
elaborated over a lifetime of teaching and scholarship, a philosophy which often deals quite 
directly with questions of different kinds of authority and power as they relate to education. 
Because of these shared values and interest in the problems of teacher authority, Freire’s work is 
useful in thinking through the issues I have outlined thus far. In his celebrated chapter on the 
“banking concept of education” in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), Freire critiques a method 
of education in which the oppressor-teacher teaches by “making deposits,” or filling students 
with knowledge which the teacher owns exclusively. Freire argues that under the banking system 
of education, “the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional 
authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students” (Freire 73). This 
confusion leads the teacher to treat the students as passive, empty vessels to be filled with 
knowledge which the teacher possesses and they do not. As the metaphor of “banking” suggests, 
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in this system of education, the knowledge that the teacher “deposits” or “transfers” is treated as 
stable, complete, and impervious to the questions and contributions of the students. 
Freire champions a kind of revolution in which the banking concept of education would 
be replaced with liberating, problem-posing education, a paradigm shift that would demand the 
revision of essential concepts like “teacher,” “student,” and “knowledge,” as well as the 
relationships among them: 
Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-student and the students-of-the-teacher cease to 
exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers. The teacher is no 
longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the 
students, who in turn while being taught also teach. They become jointly responsible for a 
process in which all grow.  (Freire 79-80) 
The “teacher-student contradiction” that Freire refers to is the way in which, in banking 
education, the teacher is the Subject, the narrating figure who is able to think, act, and make 
choices. The students in this mode are Objects, passively receiving the knowledge the teacher 
narrates and making no meaningful contributions; these roles “contradict” the reality that all 
participants in education are, in fact, cognizing Subjects. Where in banking education knowledge 
is the teacher’s stable, unchanging possession, in liberating or problem-posing education, 
knowledge belongs to no one but instead intermediates dialogue between teacher and students, a 
dialogue in which both teacher and students may participate, question, and learn.  
What happens to authority in this redefining of education and its participants? Freire 
insists that  
[i]n this process, arguments based on “authority” are no longer valid; in order to function, 
authority must be on the side of freedom, not against it. Here, no one teaches another, nor 
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is anyone self-taught. People teach each other, mediated by the world, by the cognizable 
objects which in banking education are “owned” by the teacher. (Freire 80, emphasis in 
original) 
Freire seeks to overturn the teacher/student dichotomy which locates thinking, knowing and 
acting exclusively with the teacher, but he does not suggest that we replace this dichotomy with 
an entirely egalitarian concept of education in which authority does not exist. “Arguments based 
on ‘authority’”—arguments that are enforced simply through the power of the teacher’s 
institutional position—are no longer valid, but authority does not disappear. Rather, it is replaced 
with “authority of knowledge,” “authority on the side of freedom.” 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed is full of binary sets of terms: oppressor and oppressed, 
authority and freedom, banking and problem-posing, teacher and student. Perhaps because of this 
tendency, the book has given rise to many of what Freire might call misinterpretations of his 
philosophy as being anti-authority, despite the fact that he often sets up these binaries in order to 
trouble rather than to reinforce them. When I have taught Freire’s chapter on the banking concept 
of education to undergraduate students, their most pronounced point of critique has consistently 
been the way in which they perceive Freire to be advocating a classroom without authority. My 
students have been intrigued by many of Freire’s ideas, but they have had considerable difficulty 
imagining what a problem-posing class would look like, and they often have fairly strenuous 
objections to the idea of a class in which the teacher does not exert a strong presence. They tend 
to read Freire as presenting a choice between authoritarian education or authority-free education, 
and much of our discussions focus on questioning this binary and trying to understand what kind 
of authority Freire does and does not advocate.  
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In a review of Freire’s later work, Peter Mayo considers several examples of readers who 
interpret Freire as being against authority, including Paul V. Taylor’s critique that Freire’s 
pedagogy is too “overtly directive” to be considered a “dialogue among equals” (Mayo 378). 
Mayo responds to critiques like Taylor’s by arguing that Freire in fact never did advocate 
equality in the classroom (Mayo 378). Freire does not argue that teacher and student should be 
“equals,” but rather that they should be cognizing subjects in dialogue with one another—
“together, but not equal” (Freire and Shor 92). In his later work—including A Pedagogy for 
Liberation, which is presented as a dialogue with Ira Shor—Freire discusses authority at length 
and responds in instructive ways to this tendency to interpret his work as being generally 
opposed to authority in education. A key distinction for Freire is not that between authority and 
non-authority, but between authority and authoritarianism. In response to Shor’s argument that a 
teacher must decide in each class when and how quickly to relinquish authority, based on the 
readiness of the students, Freire offers this response: 
[F]or me the question is not for the teacher to have less and less authority. The issue is 
that the democratic teacher never, never transforms authority into authoritarianism. He or 
she can never stop being an authority or having authority. Without authority it is very 
difficult for the liberties of the students to be shaped. Freedom needs authority to be free. 
It is a paradox but true. . . . The question nevertheless is for authority to know that it has 
its foundation in the freedom of others, and if the authority denies this freedom and cuts 
off this relationship, this founding relationship with freedom, I think that it is no longer 
authority but has become authoritarianism. (Freire and Shor 91, emphasis in original) 
Freire acknowledges the necessity and even the value of the teacher’s authority; what he rejects 
is an authoritarian stance in which the teacher does not recognize the freedom of the students. 
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“Freedom” in this context might best be understood by looking at Freire’s concept of “dialogue,” 
which suggests that freedom for the student means not the right to do whatever she wants, but the 
right to participate in dialogue with the teacher as a thinking, feeling, acting—but not 
unlimited—subject. Freire argues that “Dialogue seals the relationship between cognitive 
subjects, the subjects who know, and who try to know” (Freire and Shor 99, emphasis in 
original). This understanding of true “dialogue” as something that can only occur between 
“cognitive subjects who know and try to know” is, I think, essential to understanding the limited 
or bounded freedom that Freire imagines for students in liberatory education. For dialogue to 
maintain the appropriate tension between authority and freedom, the participants must always 
acknowledge each others’ status as cognitive subjects, even if authority is not evenly distributed. 
Participating subjects must answer to one another but are nevertheless free, as cognitive subjects, 
to make choices that shape their own contributions to the dialogue in negotiation with the other 
participants. When the teacher begins to act in a way that does not recognize the students’ status 
as cognitive subjects, authority becomes authoritarian. Freire explains this tension further: 
Dialogue does not exist in a political vacuum. It is not a ‘free space’ where you may do 
what you want. Dialogue takes place inside some kind of program and context. These 
conditioning factors create tension in achieving goals that we set for dialogic education. 
To achieve the goals of transformation, dialogue implies responsibility, directiveness, 
determination, discipline, objectives.  
Nevertheless, a dialogical situation implies the absence of authoritarianism. 
Dialogue means a permanent tension in the relation between authority and liberty. But, in 
this tension, authority continues to be because it has authority vis-à-vis permitting student 
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freedoms which emerge, which grow and mature precisely because authority and freedom 
learn self-discipline. (Freire and Shor 102) 
Freedom, then, includes the ability to act, to make choices, within parameters set by the 
authoritative but not authoritarian teacher and by the social space of the classroom. The student 
also acquires greater freedom—and, most likely, greater authority as well—as she learns, in 
dialogue, how to exercise that freedom responsibly. 
What I admire about Freire, and what I think he shares with Sommers, Knoblauch and 
Brannon, and many other composition teachers, is his insistence on a pedagogy that recognizes 
students as people with knowledge, desires, and lives all their own. Although most of the 
teacher-scholars writing on response in the early 1980s do not refer to Freire in their work on 
commenting, his arguments align with theirs in some striking ways. Sommers, Knoblauch and 
Brannon position themselves as working against commenting practices they associate with a 
more traditional, authoritarian pedagogy not unlike the banking pedagogy that Freire rejects so 
strongly. There are even moments when the specific language of commentary scholarship 
intersects with Freire’s language in illuminating ways. For example, Freire tells Shor that 
when I am against the authoritarian position, I am not trying to fall into . . . a laissez-faire 
position. When I criticize manipulation, I do not want to fall into a false and nonexistent 
nondirectivity of education. For me, education is always directive, always. The question 
is to know towards what and with whom it is directive. (Freire and Shor 109) 
Freire’s use of the term “directive” here is interesting for the way in which it echoes the language 
originally adopted by Knoblauch and Brannon to describe different kinds of response, 
“directive” versus “facilitative.” “Directive,” especially in discussion of written response, is 
often interpreted as meaning to give orders in a manner that disregards the student’s purposes 
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and desires, which Freire might think of as issuing non-dialogic “communiqués.” The term, 
however, can also be interpreted as Freire does above to mean simply to give “direction” and 
purpose to an educational encounter. “Facilitative” commentary could also give direction, but the 
term de-emphasizes the teacher’s purposes and is often interpreted to mean a pedagogy that is 
more permissive, less focused—what Freire might call laissez-faire. Peter Mayo, in his review of 
Freire’s later work, notes that  
[o]ne term which is dropped from the Freirean lexicon—it was probably never used by 
Freire but only by commentators, including yours truly—is that of “facilitator.” Freire 
categorically refutes this term, in an illuminating exchange with Macedo [1995], because 
of its connotation of laissez faire pedagogy. “Teacher” is the term used. (Mayo 378) 
The dichotomy of directive-versus-facilitative teaching has had a significant influence on 
thinking about written response. In Knoblauch and Brannon’s original use, the terms stand for 
two different kinds of pedagogy the authors want to compare, but outside of that original context, 
the terms become increasingly simplified and come to stand for pedagogies which, too, become 
oversimplified. “Directive” and “facilitative” also frequently come to be understood as falsely 
mutually exclusive, as in the common advice to “be facilitative, not directive” when writing 
comments or engaging in other pedagogical practices. For example, I once attended a panel 
discussion in my department on the topic of writing assignments. The panel was organized for 
the benefit of new teaching assistants in the process of developing their own courses for the first 
time, and the four panelists presented assignments they had written and discussed the context and 
rationale for those assignments. The assignments were all smart and interesting, and the thinking 
that had gone into their writing was evident. What struck me about the discussion was the way in 
which each panelist pointed out apologetically, using the language of “directiveness,” the ways 
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in which the assignments exercised authority over students by setting various kinds of tasks and 
boundaries. There was a clear uneasiness about these admissions, as though the teachers believed 
in the choices they had made in writing the assignments but were uncertain about how their 
assertions of authority would be received by the audience or other panelists. Authority took on 
the ambiguous character of something we all possess and exercise but do not like to 
acknowledge or discuss, and something we must be prepared to defend if we decide to use it. 
What Freire offers here is a way to imagine how a teacher might write good comments 
that are both directive and facilitative by giving a student direction for reading and revision, 
while at the same time allowing the student a certain freedom to think and make choices, and 
while being genuinely open to that student’s own response. The trick is to find a balance 
between, on one hand, the teacher’s direction-giving scaffolding through interventions such as 
written comments and assignments, and on the other hand the students’ ability to make real, 
meaningful choices within that scaffolding. Freire thus offers fresh ways of seeing familiar 
language, and he helps us to see how certain usage and associations may have rendered this 
language problematic. 
Freire also offers teachers an intriguing model for thinking about the exchange that 
happens on the pages of students’ texts through his understanding of “dialogue.” Through this 
concept Freire urges us to understand our teacherly authority as being always in tension with the 
freedom of the students—but what does it mean to respect students’ freedom in the context of 
responding to their papers? Freire helps us to see that the key to this question lies not only in 
what the teacher says in the margins, but in the orientation toward the student and the text that is 
the foundation of those comments. In Pedagogy of Freedom, Freire offers this definition of 
“listening”: 
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Listening is an activity that obviously goes beyond mere hearing. To listen, in the context 
of our discussion here, is a permanent attitude on the part of the subject who is listening, 
of being open to the word of the other, to the gesture of the other, to the differences of the 
other. This does not mean, of course, that listening demands that the listener be “reduced” 
to the other, the speaker. This would not be listening. It would be self-annihilation. 
(Freire, quoted in Mayo, 375) 
Although Freire is not specifically discussing the act of reading here, this definition has 
important implications for reading and responding to student texts. I am drawn to “listening” as a 
metaphor for reading because it suggests a kind of generosity, a way of making space for the text 
one is reading. For teachers reading and commenting on student texts, the metaphor of listening, 
particularly as Freire articulates it here, can offer a way of understanding their own authority in 
relation to the students’ “freedom.” As teachers read, they listen for “the word of the other, to the 
gesture of the other, to the differences of the other” so that their responses, while accented by 
authority, are always in dialogue with the text and shaped by the dynamics of that dialogue. Even 
when a teacher is giving specific directions, being “directive” and authoritative, she can at the 
same time be attentive to what the student may want to say and do and to the fact that the student 
may have different knowledge and experience. In this way, the attitude of listening can act as a 
balancing force to prevent that authority from sliding into authoritarianism. However, as Freire 
suggests, to adopt an attitude of listening is not to suppress entirely one’s own purposes in favor 
of those represented in the text. Nor is it to suppress one’s own authority, for to do so would be 
to deny the circumstances of the teacher-student relationship and the legitimate differences 
between teacher and student, including knowledge, experience, and institutional position. 
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It is also useful to consider what constitutes the teacher’s authority in the Freirean model. 
As I noted earlier, intellectually valid authority for Freire is not merely professional authority, 
but rather what he calls “authority of knowledge.” Many teachers certainly derive professional 
authority from their position in the institution, but authority of knowledge—authority based on 
experience and knowledge of the subject at hand—is (ideally, at least) also part of what makes it 
appropriate for teachers to make demands of their students and choices about their educational 
experience. Freire posits that we should think of knowledge as the mediating object of 
educational dialogue rather than the teacher’s sole possession, but he also acknowledges that “the 
educator has had a certain ‘gnosiological’ or intellectual experience in picking this object for 
study before the students meet it in the classroom, and in painting it or presenting it for 
discussion” (Freire and Shor 100). He goes on to say that “[a]t the moment the teacher begins the 
dialogue, he or she knows a great deal, first in terms of knowledge and second in terms of the 
horizon that she or he wants to get to. The starting point is what the teacher knows about the 
object and where the teacher wants to go with it” (Freire and Shor 103). For Freire, legitimate 
authority derives from the teacher’s greater knowledge and experience, not from the institutional 
power she holds as a grade-assigning gatekeeper. Hans-Georg Gadamer makes a similar 
argument in Truth and Method:  
[A]uthority cannot actually be bestowed but is earned, and must be earned if someone is 
to lay claim to it. It rests on acknowledgment and hence on an act of reason itself which, 
aware of its own limitation, trusts to the better insight of others. Authority in this sense, 
properly understood, has nothing to do with blind obedience to commands. (Gadamer 
281) 
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Like Freire’s idea of “dialogue,” a relationship in which all participants think and contribute, 
authority in Gadamer’s formulation lies in a kind of agreement between participants in a 
situation. Authority is not forced on another against his will but is granted by one person to 
another. Gadamer goes on to explain that  
[i]ndeed, authority has to do not with obedience but rather with knowledge. . . . Here also 
its true basis is an act of freedom and reason that grants the authority of a superior 
fundamentally because he has a wider view of things or is better informed—i.e., once 
again, because he knows more. . . . This is the essence of the authority claimed by the 
teacher, the superior, the expert. (Gadamer 281) 
Similar to Freire’s authority of knowledge, authority for Gadamer is based on the authority 
figure’s greater ability and experience; it does not derive from an ability to make others do what 
you want, which would be not authority but something more like dictatorship (Gadamer 281). 
Based on this authority of knowledge, the teacher makes decisions that will provide the 
guidelines for students’ experience—including her choice of goals, materials, and activities—and 
students usually enter into this relationship of authority by choice because they believe they 
stand to benefit from the relationship in some way. 
In his later essay “The Subject and Power,” Michel Foucault elaborates a similar idea that 
power, which is closely related to authority, exists in a relationship of free choice rather than in 
one of force.  Foucault argues that power does not exist apart from and outside of social 
situations, but rather that it exists in the relationships between people or groups of people. He 
explains further that “the exercise of power is not simply a relationship between partners, 
individual or collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others” (Foucault 219). “A 
way in which certain actions modify others” is a neutral formulation, one which leaves open the 
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possibility for power to be exerted to modify others’ actions in ways that are either positive or 
negative, or simultaneously both. Foucault contrasts relationships of power with relationships of 
violence, and in this contrast we begin to see how, in his formulation, power can prohibit actions 
but at the same time can make other actions possible: 
A relationship of violence acts upon a body or upon things; it forces, it bends, it breaks 
on the wheel, it destroys, or it closes the door on all possibilities. Its opposite pole can 
only be passivity, and if it comes up against any resistance it has no other option but to 
try to minimize it. On the other hand a power relationship can only be articulated on the 
basis of two elements which are each indispensable if it is really to be a power 
relationship: that “the other” (the one over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly 
recognized and maintained to the very end as a person who acts; and that, faced with a 
relationship of power, a whole field of responses, reactions, results, and possible 
inventions may open up. (Foucault 220) 
Foucault acknowledges that relations of violence and relations of power often exist 
simultaneously, seeming at times to be part of the same continuum. Nevertheless, he argues that 
[i]n itself the exercise of power is not violence; nor is it a consent which, implicitly, is 
renewable. It is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it 
incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it 
constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting 
subject or acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action. A set of 
actions upon other actions. . . . The exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility 
of conduct and putting in order the possible outcome. (Foucault 220-21) 
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This conception of power as a set of actions that modify other actions offers a way of describing 
the complex and constantly shifting balance of freedom and constraint that characterizes the 
negotiations of student-writer and teacher-reader that take place through the mediating object of 
the student text. As teachers, our actions, such as written comments, shape the field of possibility 
for our students’ actions; students always have available to them a variety of responses, but our 
actions modify that range. The important thing to be aware of is how much and in what ways our 
actions should determine that field of possibility, for the possibility of over- or under-
determining the field always exists. If I look back at my own teachers’ interventions in my 
writing, Foucault offers me a way to think about what was happening in some of those 
exchanges. Take, for example, an injunction I once received to double the length of my response 
to a quotation, an action which quite clearly modified my own responsive actions by limiting the 
field of possibilities. There was more behind this demand than a desire to increase the length of 
my draft; as the writer of the paper, I was unable to see what assumptions I was making and what 
acts of reading I was performing that I was not making visible in my writing. The teacher’s 
response caused me to write more, and in that writing I realized what I had not yet said that 
needed to be brought into the open. In acting to modify my actions in this way, the teacher 
asserted a certain degree of control over decisions affecting my text, but at the same time 
allowed me a considerable range of choice regarding what to say, which enabled me to see 
possibilities that I had not been able to see for myself. This theory of power offers an alternative 
way of imagining the student-teacher relationship as existing between acting subjects even if 
those subjects do not share equal power, as well as a way of imagining teachers’ interventions as 
being potentially productive. 
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There are interesting similarities between Foucault and Freire on the issues of authority 
and power—not exactly parallels, but resonances nonetheless. I do not want to argue that 
Foucault’s relationship of violence is equal to Freire’s concept of authoritarianism, or that 
Foucault’s relationship of power is equal to Freire’s authority of knowledge, for to do so would 
be to oversimplify all of these concepts; Freire’s work is grounded more specifically in the 
context of education, where Foucault considers the workings of power on a much broader scale. 
Nevertheless, there are similarities in how these two thinkers articulate their ideas. Looking back 
at Foucault’s explanation of relationships of power and violence, we see that a relationship of 
violence allows for little or no choice. By contrast, a relationship of power can only exist under 
the condition that a range of actions remain possible. Foucault also argues that 
[w]hen one defines the exercise of power as a mode of action upon the actions of others, 
when one characterizes these actions by the government of men by other men—in the 
broadest sense of the term—one includes an important element: freedom. Power is 
exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By this we mean 
individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities in which 
several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments may be realized. 
(Foucault 221) 
This insistence that the one over whom power is exercised must always be understood as a 
“person who acts” resonates with Freire’s insistence that one’s authority depends on the freedom 
of others and that if this freedom ceases to exist, then authority has become authoritarianism. In 
terms of responding to students, a relationship of power or authority would exist in comments 
that suggest direction to a student, perhaps quite strongly, but that still allow the student a range 
of meaningful choices; comments that allow the student no choice would create a relationship of 
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violence or authoritarianism. In describing authority of knowledge and relationships of power, 
Freire and Foucault both insist on the importance of the tension between authority/power and 
freedom and on the presence of both in order for the relationship to exist as something other than 
one of violence or authoritarianism. For both figures, this tension seems to lie at the foundation 
of the productive potential of unequal relationships. 
Many of the scholars who consider the exercise of authority in relation to student texts 
worry about the potential of that authority to limit the student writer’s options (such as Nancy 
Welch’s “Sideshadowing Teacher Response,”), and that concern is well founded. However, as 
Freire and Foucault both suggest, there are ways in which authority and power can open up 
possibilities as well as shutting them down. While the teacher’s interventions certainly can limit 
a student’s options for revision, they can also create or make visible alternatives that the student 
may not have the experience to be able to imagine on his own. Foucault argues elsewhere that 
power is productive, that it “doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no . . . it traverses and 
produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse” (Power/Knowledge 
119). As teachers, it is important that we consider the destructive potential of our interventions, 
the ways in which we might cut off legitimate options for our students in a particular situation or 
over-determine their fields of possibility. I would argue, however, that it is also important to 
keep in mind the productive potential of those interventions and the ways in which we can enable 
other possibilities for our students’ thinking and writing, especially possibilities that they might 
not be able to access on their own. The arguments I examine here suggest that the productive 
potential of the pedagogical encounter lies not in approaches which are either teacher-centered or 
student-centered, but in the dialectical tension that can exist between participants who may not 
have equal authority but who nevertheless bring their own knowledge, experience and goals to 
 93 
the relationship. Based on this thinking, the teacher’s task in commenting should not be either to 
seize or to relinquish control of the process, but rather to advance and shape the dialogue 
between teacher and student, dialogue which is centered around the student’s text. 
How does appropriation, the act of which “authoritarian” teachers are often accused, 
figure into this dialogue? As I discuss above, composition teachers have been most concerned 
with forms of appropriation that dispossess or take ownership of the text away from the writer in 
some way. This kind of appropriation is what Joy Reid refers to when she talks about 
“appropriation” as the great sin of composition studies in the 1980s: 
During the 1980s, appropriation became a buzzword for everything that was wrong with 
the old approaches to teaching writing; I could hardly go to a conference presentation 
without hearing about the evils of commenting (i.e., intruding on) student papers; about 
the “tyranny” of teachers’ responses; and about the student confusion that surrounded 
teacher response. These presentations ended by warning teachers not to get in their 
students’ way, not to interfere with their writing, not to impose control or authority over 
their students’ writing. (Reid 275-76) 
But while appropriation certainly can at times take the form of the dispossession that many 
composition teachers have cautioned against, there is also an inevitable kind of appropriation that 
happens in the course of reading and interpreting any text. Many theorists—including Hans-
Georg Gadamer and Louise Rosenblatt—have asserted in different ways that the act of reading 
involves the work of reconstructing the text, and one could argue that such acts of reconstruction 
constitute a kind of appropriation. Gadamer, for example, points out the way in which, in 
reading, “one partner in the hermeneutical conversation, the text, speaks only through the other 
partner, the interpreter. Only through him are the written marks changed back into meaning” 
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(Gadamer 389). Similarly, Rosenblatt says that “a text, once it leaves the author’s hands, is 
simply paper and ink until a reader evokes from it a literary work” (Rosenblatt ix). Such theories 
of reading help us to understand the active role that readers play in interpretation. They also help 
us to understand the great responsibility that is part of that role, which suggests the question of 
appropriation: Do readers, including teachers, necessarily appropriate the texts they interpret? 
What makes this appropriation unavoidable, productive, or desirable?   
Materialist scholars of print culture approach the subject of reading by studying actual 
readers in their historical contexts, and this approach gives them a different understanding of 
appropriation. From this perspective, appropriation is also neither good nor bad but inevitable, 
and it is understood in terms of the concrete practices of actual people. Roger Chartier studies 
reading as an action that is engaged in by particular readers in particular material and social 
situations, and his understanding of appropriation is grounded in this approach: 
[W]e can reformulate the notion of appropriation and place it at the centre of a cultural 
historical approach that focuses on differentiated practices and contrasted uses. . . . In my 
own perspective, appropriation really concerns a social history of the various 
interpretations, brought back to their fundamental determinants (which are social, 
institutional and cultural), and lodged in the specific practices that produce them. 
(Chartier 13) 
In thinking about appropriation, Chartier is concerned with how and why actual readers have 
interpreted and used texts. These concerns certainly can involve struggle for control of a text, but 
that struggle is not his primary understanding of textual appropriation. Chartier distinguishes his 
understanding of appropriation from that of Foucault, who he says “held ‘the social appropriation 
of discourse’ to be one of the primary procedures for gaining control of discourse, subjecting it, 
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and putting it beyond the reach of those who through limited competence or inferior position 
were denied access to it” (Chartier 13). For Chartier, “appropriation” means something more 
along the lines of adapting a text for one’s own uses or purposes through interpretation. This 
adaptation does not necessarily carry a negative connotation rather a more neutral one. William 
Sherman, who has studied the Renaissance polymath John Dee’s library and marginalia 
extensively, argues that the acts of reading texts and writing in them involve active appropriation 
on the reader’s part but that these acts are not necessarily (although they can be) meant to 
somehow wrest the text away from the author: 
Reading, I have suggested, is adversarial: the text is the site of an active and biased 
appropriation of the author’s material. This idea is conveyed in the very name that is 
formally given to volumes whose margins contain traces of active reading—adversaria. 
This term need not set reader and writer against each other in enmity: indeed, the 
Humanists often referred to texts as their friends—even as the disembodied voices of 
absent friends. But adversaria certainly mark an engagement, and sometimes a struggle; 
the marginal notes are (as the term’s literal translation suggests) “opposite” the text, and 
sometimes in opposition to it. (Sherman 65-66) 
In this formulation, reading involves engagement and sometimes struggle, but it does not 
inherently involve dispossessing the author or other readers of authority over a text. 
Dispossession or control certainly can at times be the reader or commentator’s intent, but even 
when this is the case, the writer or other readers of the text may not share that experience. 
Whenever they read, people adapt texts to their own understandings and purposes. We can 
debate the validity of those uses and interpretations, but the act of appropriation itself is not 
inherently negative. Reading may in many ways be a power struggle, but it is not necessarily a 
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zero-sum game with clear winners and losers, and there are different kinds of appropriation that 
can happen depending on the particular set of circumstances that attend an event of reading. 
Teachers read students’ texts in the context of college courses, in which they are expected 
to offer instruction and ultimately to give grades, and that situation will shape their 
interpretations of and responses to those texts. Keeping in mind the context of teachers’ reading 
helps us to see how difficult it is to think of appropriation as simply an authoritative reader 
taking control away from a disempowered writer. In most cases, students writing in classes are 
responding to an assignment with specific instructions or parameters, and their choices will be 
limited by the particular teacher, the nature of the course (e.g., “creative” versus “expository” 
writing), the discipline, and the institution. Teachers read what students write and respond by 
writing comments; students may interpret these comments in ways that the teacher did not intend 
and could not have predicted, and the revised text that results may not clearly “belong” to either 
the teacher or the student. In such a setting, it is difficult to speak of students having exclusive 
“ownership” of these texts, texts whose shape is in many ways determined by factors outside of 
the students’ control. The teacher may in some sense “appropriate” the student’s text by setting 
the terms of writing and revising and by interpreting that writing through the lens of her own 
experience and the goals she has set for the course, but this appropriation is part of the work of 
teaching, and the teacher’s intervention is one way in which the experience of writing and 
revising can expand the student’s horizon. At its best, this kind of appropriation can allow the 
teacher to offer the student writer a knowledgeable, experienced interpretation to respond to in 
re-reading and re-thinking the text. 
Mina Shaughnessy’s work provides an example of the complexities of teacherly 
appropriation. Shaughnessy helped to establish the field of basic writing by demonstrating how 
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student texts that many teachers thought to be “alien” and uninterpretable could be read in terms 
teachers could understand, a process that also changed the way teachers understood the students 
themselves. She did this by showing how students’ errors, which many had previously thought to 
be arbitrary and beyond readers’ understanding, were based on students’ inexpert grasp of 
aspects of writing—such as grammar, usage, sentence structure, and academic conventions—that 
were quite familiar to most teachers of composition. This reading of student texts from her own 
perspective as a teacher of writing—a way of reading that the students themselves could not at 
the time have performed—is a potentially positive form of appropriation in that it allowed 
Shaughnessy to develop methods for teaching these students, who learned in the process to write 
in ways that would give them greater access to the academy. 
Did Shaughnessy in this process also “appropriate” students’ texts in the sense of 
dispossession? Some might say that she did. Though Min-zhan Lu does not use the term 
“appropriation,” she argues that Shaughnessy, in teaching her students to master the conventions 
of academic discourse, does not pay adequate attention to the changes in thinking and point of 
view that accompany changes in the way one uses language and thereby blunts the political 
impact of her students’ texts. Joy Reid, a teacher of students who have learned English as a 
second language, critiques the charge that teachers “appropriate” their students’ texts and 
discourses when they attempt to bring that writing nearer to what we would recognize as our own 
academic discourse. Often, as in the ESL courses that Reid describes, this process is a matter of 
giving students access to ways of using language that will allow them to be heard by other 
members of the academy. This process can also give students access not only to ways of using 
language but to powerful ways of thinking as well. This kind of appropriation, in which students 
are asked to adapt their ways of thinking and writing to the conventions and expectations of the 
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academic institution, happens at all levels of teaching; it does not only apply to students often 
assumed to have less power, such as freshman, ESL students, or basic writing students, but to 
advanced graduate students as well. Though in some ways their positions are oppositional, I 
would argue that Lu and Reid are both right in the sense that learning often entails both losses 
and gains, and their conflicting positions reveal the way in which language use, and learning in 
general, are complicated endeavors. Students, we assume, choose to participate in higher 
education because they expect to be changed by it in ways that will be to their advantage, and 
this is often the case, but they may also be changed in ways that they could not have imagined 
and may not necessarily have wanted. Richard Rodriguez has written in Hunger of Memory 
about the loss experienced by students who, in mastering academic discourses, become distanced 
from their other ways of using language and the social spaces associated with them, and this 
experience may be another disadvantage of being appropriated by one discourse at the expense 
of another. Appropriation may have the potential to be productive, but it is never free of risk. 
 
Thus far, my discussion of teacher’s authority has been largely theoretical, but it is important to 
recognize that authority in the classroom exists in the particular relationships that teachers 
develop with their students and that it will have a different character depending on the specific 
situation. While theory is useful in helping us to think about the both the potential and the risks 
of authority, an examination of teachers’ classroom practices—including the kinds of comments 
that they write to their students—can bring insights to a consideration of authority that theory 
alone cannot provide. In the two classroom examples I consider below, two experienced teachers 
manage the authority inherent in their positions quite differently. Both of these teachers, I would 
argue, maintain a posture toward their students of authority rather than authoritarianism, but they 
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have different goals for their students and they carry their authority in different ways. The first 
example I consider is from a first-year composition course based on the staff syllabus used by all 
new graduate student instructors (although this particular teacher is a professor with many years 
of experience who uses the staff syllabus by choice). This teacher told me in an interview that he 
does not see his own authority as something he can retain or give up as he chooses but rather as 
an inherent part of his role in the classroom. He does, however, attempt to minimize the effect of 
that authority on his students in order to encourage them to take responsibility for choices related 
to their own writing. His decision to use the staff syllabus, which is written by another teacher 
unknown to the students rather than by this teacher himself, is part of this effort to diffuse his 
own authority. Like Nancy Welch, this teacher invites students to participate in the extra-textual 
writing about their texts—writing which includes marginal commentary, peer responses, and 
revision plans—and he asks students to begin the process of written response themselves rather 
than waiting for his comments. On the day that an essay is due, the teacher gives students time in 
class to read over their work and make corrections or notes for revision before handing in their 
drafts. In this way, when the teacher writes his response, his comments do not appear alone, 
although they still carry the authority of their writer. This approach also places students in the 
position of making the first statement in the conversation about the text. The teacher then asks 
students to write a revision plan in which they consider specific topics he has given them, such as 
their use of others’ ideas and the position they have established in their texts. Through this 
strategy, the teacher uses his authority to guide the students’ thinking about revision but allows 
students to articulate for themselves what changes they might want to make. He also has each 
student read and respond to another’s paper, using questions on a worksheet which he hands out. 
When the teacher reads and comments on the students’ essays, he also reads and responds to 
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their revision plans and to the peer responses so that a kind of conversation among several 
readers develops on the page. These strategies, which ask students to think about revision before 
they learn the teacher’s response, are intended to help students think of themselves as bearing the 
responsibility for decisions about how to revise. They also position students as critical readers of 
their own texts, which is a key element of teaching students to take responsibility for what they 
have written. One of the most striking qualities of the responsive texts in this course is the way in 
which they are focused around the student writer rather than the teacher. Rather than writing a 
lengthy endnote, as many teachers do, this teacher primarily writes his responses in the margins 
of the students’ drafts and revision plans, so that he is responding to the student’s assessment of 
the draft rather than writing his own assessment from scratch on a separate sheet of paper. 
Because of this approach, the dominant text at the center of the page is usually written by the 
student, not the teacher. The teacher and his comments still convey significant authority because 
of his knowledge and position, but his approach gives students the opportunity to articulate their 
own ideas for comparison, which theoretically puts them in a better position to read the teacher’s 
comments critically rather than passively accepting what the teacher has to say. 
For the first long essay of this course, students read James Baldwin’s “Notes of a Native 
Son” and were asked to write their own “Notes of a Native Son/Daughter.” The first-year student 
whose paper I consider here wrote about her twin brother, from whom she was separated for the 
first time because they had chosen to attend different colleges.10 The student begins her 5-page 
essay with several paragraphs introducing her relationship with her brother, Mark. About one-
third of the way through the essay, she shifts to a discussion of her older sister’s relationship with 
her own best friend, a relationship the writer greatly admires and envies. A few pages later, the 
                                                 
10 For the full text of this essay with accompanying materials, see Appendix B. 
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writer switches back to her brother Mark and concludes the essay by describing the painful but 
also exciting choice of deciding to attend different colleges. In his response, the teacher focuses 
on the student’s text and uses what she has done to make recommendations for revision rather 
than encouraging her to pursue other directions. At the end of her introductory paragraph, the 
student writes that having a twin brother “has given me a false sense of security because before 
now I never had to enter anything alone.” The teacher has circled the phrase “a false sense” and 
drawn a line connecting it to this marginal note: “Here is a key term for exploring the 
complexities of your relationship with Mark—why is the sense of security now perceived as 
‘false’? Look at both sides of it.” The teacher returns to this reference to “false security” in his 
brief endnote, which is handwritten at the end of the student’s paper: 
The story of your relationship with your brother is the central element here. You can use 
this relationship as a framework to connect up with the story about Joyce and her friend, 
as well as the transition to college. The reference early on to a “false” sense of security is 
quite powerful in getting at the strength of your connection to Mark, the difficulty of 
making a transition now, and the excitement of getting a new life of your own. 
In both the marginal note and the endnote, the teacher uses features of the student’s own text—
the central theme of her relationship with her brother and the idea of a false sense of security—to 
suggest a direction for revision. His notes in response to the student’s revision plan reinforce this 
message. In this plan, the student suggests three areas she would like to pursue, and the teacher 
responds briefly to each one: 
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1) I want to focus on the ending and make sure my main point is getting across. 
The special bond I have w/ Mark and how it is changing. [The student uses an 
arrow to indicate that this last phrase is her “main point.”]  
2) I also would like to find some outside text to enhance by personal stories. 
3) On page 3 I want to fix the story about my freshman year at high school. 
 
 
 
In this revision plan and response, the teacher’s comments continue to work by interacting with 
what the student herself has written rather than by introducing a new direction himself. The final 
commentary that the teacher offers in response to this paper appears in the margins of the peer 
response written by another student in the class. The first question of the peer review worksheet 
is “What do you think is the strongest feature of the essay, the one thing that the writer should be 
careful not to lose when s/he revises the essay?” In response, the peer reader writes, “The 
relationship she has w/ her brother. It’s more about going to college and gaining new experiences 
rather than just the topic of a “best friend.” The teacher has circled the first sentence fragment, 
“The relationship she has w/ her brother,” and has written “Yes!” in the margin. This brief note 
reinforces the teacher’s own response and indicates to the peer reviewer that she has read well. In 
this example, the teacher’s response is strongly student-centered, but it is also authoritative. He 
uses his authority to point clearly toward an avenue for revision—using the student’s relationship 
with her brother as the central organizing element. However, he deflects attention from that 
authority by framing his comments in terms of features of the student’s own text rather than by 
Connect up with your 
story about Mark 
Yes, exactly! 
Focus on this! 
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”
referring to an abstract principle of writing, such as “Good essays need to be organized around a 
central theme.”  He also attempts to make his authority less visible by orchestrating the extra-
textual writing so that his voice appears on the page among those of the student writer and her 
peer reader rather than alone. One might argue that he appropriates the student’s text in a way 
when he interprets it from his own perspective, recognizing that it could benefit from stronger 
organization. However, he takes great pains to include the student in the commentary on her 
essay, so that even though can certainly influence the student’s subsequent choices, he never 
appears to have taken control of the text and its revision. 
The teacher in the next example I consider is much more overtly authoritative. This 
sophomore-level course, taken primarily by education majors, focused on the critical reading of 
children’s literature. In this paper, the student argues that Cinderella may not be as morally 
superior to her stepsisters as many readers might assume. Even before reading the essay and the 
teacher’s response, the look of these pages is strikingly different from those of the previous 
student (see Appendix C). The comments intervene in the student’s text to a much greater 
degree, and the teacher does a significant amount of editing, which the previous teacher does not 
do at all. I discuss the kind of teaching that can happen through this editing further in Chapter 4, 
but for the purposes of the present discussion, I want to point out the way in which this response, 
in which the teacher rewrites many of the student’s sentences, asserts a much stronger presence 
in the student’s text than that of the previous teacher. A closer look shows that this teacher 
provides a much more detailed, sentence-level critique of this student’s text. For example, in the 
following single sentence, he makes a number of comments and corrections: 
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The modern retelling of Cinderella shows the stepsisters as ugly on the outside as well as 
within, but if we look back to the Grimm Brothers’ version, we see that this was not an 
issue when considering where to place your sympathy in the story. 
 
This commentary does indeed assert a degree of control over the student’s text, urging her to 
revise her sentence in quite specific ways. The comments, though, are directed at how the student 
has written the sentence rather than at what she has said, and this is true of much of this teacher’s 
editing. In contrast, where the teacher praises particular sentences, he praises their meaning, as 
he does by writing “good point” in the margin beside the student’s observation that “Cinderella’s 
assertiveness only appears when she is alone and when she is in close vicinity to the hazel tree” 
(3). The endnote is formatted as a semi-formal letter and is typed on a separate sheet of paper 
with the English department heading photocopied at the top, underscoring the teacher’s 
institutional position. This endnote, reproduced here in full, continues the approach of focusing 
on how the student has written her essay rather than on what she has said: 
  This paper on jealousy in the Grimms’s “Cinderella” makes a number of very  
convincing points—such as when you remark that Cinderella’s “assertiveness only 
appears when she is alone and when she is in close vicinity to the hazel tree” (3). 
However, the paper needs to proceed by means of close reading, which is the heart of any 
good essay in an English literature class such as [this one]. You must prove each claim in 
your essay by examining in detail passages from the text. Each of these examinations 
should offer the components of a close reading, as follows: quotations from the text in 
Which one? “ ”
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support of your claim; and an analysis of each quotation that demonstrates the validity of 
your claim. Your analyses of the quotations should demonstrate the validity of your claim 
by scrutinizing in detail the language of the text—the individual words, images, 
metaphors, etc. that the text uses and how they operate in the quotations. There is far too 
much vague generalization in the paper and not enough close reading of texts. 
The paper is also undermined by problems involving paper format, 
documentation, and prose style. You need to review Joseph Gibaldi’s MLA Handbook 
before turning in each submission to make certain that it follows MLA paper format and 
documentation practices exactly. Your writing in the paper is often solid, though wordy 
at the beginning and cluttered with the occasional awkwardness thereafter; you should 
also attend closely to all of my comments on the paper so as to produce really high-
quality prose in your future writings. 
Finally, there are far too many simple errors in order for this paper to be an 
acceptable submission: you need to proofread your work much more carefully in future 
[sic] (review course requirements and policies). 
The teacher begins the endnote by praising the content of the student’s essay but then moves 
quickly into an outline of his expectations regarding the methods of critical reading and 
writing—supporting claims with close reading of passages from the text. This lesson is delivered 
in very authoritative manner with little room for disagreement, and much of it is taken from the 
syllabus, itself an authoritative document that outlines the goals, expectations and requirements 
of the course. The endnote also calls attention to the requirement that students follow MLA 
formatting correctly and that they proofread carefully. Where the previous teacher’s comments 
might be seen as student-centered, this teacher’s are what I would call discipline-centered; he 
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frames much of his response not in terms of the student’s text but rather in terms of the standards 
of upper-division literature courses and of MLA style. 
While this response is quite authoritative, though, I would argue that it is not 
authoritarian. The teacher’s negative comments all respond to problems with close reading, style, 
correctness, and documentation—never to the student’s actual argument. In a sense, the teacher 
does appropriate or take control of the student’s text by dictating specific sentence-level 
revisions and insisting on greater close reading. However, these issues are governed largely by 
disciplinary convention rather than by this teacher’s own preferences, and “ownership” of them 
does not really lie with the teacher or the student. The specific aspects of the essay that are the 
object of the teacher’s more directive comments would not be negotiable in most English 
literature courses (although the degree to which teachers emphasize their importance certainly 
varies). The teacher indicates to the student that his requirements for successful writing are not 
particular to him but rather are typical of this kind of course when he tells the student that close 
reading is “the heart of any good essay in an English literature class.” His response to the 
student’s writing may be authoritative, but the student will need to improve her control of these 
elements if she is to write successfully in this type of course. In contrast, the positive comments 
in both the margins and the endnote respond to points the student has made about the text. In his 
response to the content of the student’s essay, the teacher is much more positive and 
encouraging, so that while his response to her writing is quite authoritative, his response to her 
thinking is much less so, and control of what to say remains, to a greater degree, with the student. 
While the teacher does devote a much greater percentage of his written response to this draft to 
matters of correctness and the methods of critical writing, he explained in an interview that in his 
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comments on this first essay of the course, he wanted to convey to students that he expected 
them to pay considerable attention to these issues throughout the semester. 
The differences in the way these two teachers assert their authority are certainly related to 
differences in their personalities, but they are also related to differences in their goals for these 
courses.11 The first example is taken from a first-year composition course, and one of this 
teacher’s stated pedagogical goals was to help students develop their ability to direct their own 
revision process. He articulates this goal for students in his course description:  
One of my primary goals in this course is to get you as quickly as possible to a point 
where you can do your own revision planning for your writing. In other words, I want 
you to become less and less dependent on me as a reader and more and more confident in 
your own skills.  
The style of this teacher’s response supports that goal in several ways. It helps the student to see 
where her own ideas for revision, which she wrote down before the teacher ever saw the essay, 
overlap with those of the teacher, and it places the student in a position to think somewhat 
independently from the teacher about the decisions involved in revising her text. The response 
also supports the goal of helping students to take control of their choices by making students’ 
voices a central part of the commenting process. In the second example, taken from an upper-
level literature course, the goals the teacher articulates in the syllabus do not include improving 
students’ confidence and ability to direct their own writing processes. Instead, the teacher says 
that he aims to improve students’ reading of literary and critical texts and their writing in the 
                                                 
11 The effect of these teachers’ authority on their students is the result of many factors, including both their written 
response and their performance in the actual classroom. In the case of the second teacher especially, it is likely that 
the authoritative quality of his comments is offset somewhat by his manner, which, while confident and 
authoritative, is also extremely personable. He also focuses to a much greater degree in class discussions on 
students’ ideas and interpretations of the literary texts than he does in the written response I consider here. The 
effect of teachers’ classroom performance on students’ interpretation of written comments is beyond the scope of 
this study but would be a productive area for further inquiry. 
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context of a course in literary criticism. He states in the course description that “The emphasis 
throughout the semester will be on close reading of the critical as well as the fictional works, and 
we will consider the importance of critical debate and revision to the literary and cultural 
analysis of works for young people.” For this teacher, writing successfully in this environment 
involves a certain degree of correctness and polish; the syllabus states that all work “must adhere 
to the MLA Handbook in all matters of paper format, quotation, citation, documentation, and 
style” and must “be free of spelling and typographical errors, including misquotations of other 
texts.” To these ends, he comments directively on students’ writing at the sentence level. 
Because most upper-level English courses require close reading, careful proofreading, and 
correct MLA documentation to some degree, a more indirect approach to these issues runs the 
risk of misleading students about the expectations of the discipline. 
In his studies of written response, Richard Straub argues that “The main question of 
teacher response . . . is not a question of whether or not to impose our views on students and 
somehow control their writing choices. . . . The critical questions have to do with when and to 
what extent we as individual teachers exert control over student writing through our comments 
(Straub 247). These two papers help us to understand that the questions of when, how, and how 
much to exert control do not have simple, single answers. Rather, the answers depend on the 
goals of the teacher and the course, and each way of responding is a choice with advantages and 
disadvantages. By exerting less control over the student’s writing in his response, the first 
teacher encourages the student to take more responsibility, but he may not have as great an 
influence on the development of the draft through the revision process. In taking greater control 
of particular aspects of the student’s text, the second teacher is able to guide the student toward 
the kind of writing that he wants to see in a more direct and efficient manner, but he does not 
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engage the student extensively in an exchange about the aspect of her writing over which he 
asserts less control, the substance of her essay—at least not at this point in the course or in this 
particular draft. Neither of these teachers attempts to divest himself of authority, and each uses it 
to show the student writer what he thinks will be a productive approach to revision. The 
appropriate or inappropriate use of authority, then, is not necessarily determined by the teacher’s 
decision to comment on certain aspects of a paper, or by a teacher’s decision to communicate 
directly to a student that some choices are better than others. Instead, it lies in the relationship 
that teachers establish with students and their texts and in how they read and respond to those 
texts in a larger context of pedagogical goals and practices. 
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4.0  FIXITY, FLUIDITY, AND THE EFFECTS OF MARGINAL WRITING 
Comments ask readers to read differently. Comments, the written record of another’s reading, 
can help a subsequent reader see a text in a more critical, less accepting way and can encourage 
that reader to imagine the text as being other than what it is. In this chapter, I situate teachers’ 
written response within a wider context of commentary, considering such examples as William 
Blake’s annotations in his books, Jewish commentaries, and early modern Biblical glosses. 
Although these texts seem (and in many ways are) quite different from student texts, considering 
them together makes visible the simple but powerful fact that readers create new meaning when 
they read. Through written comments, that new meaning can affect the future life of a text. Part 
of the value of written response, the product of teachers’ reading, lies in its potential to help 
students to read their texts differently, to think of those texts as temporarily fluid, and to imagine 
ways in which those texts might change and grow.  
As Nancy Sommers and many other teachers have noted, inexperienced student writers 
often think of their first drafts as finished or complete, and they often benefit from interventions 
that position them to see their texts differently. In “Revision Strategies of Student Writers and 
Experienced Adult Writers,” Sommers compares the revising practices of a group of University 
of Oklahoma undergraduates to those of a group of journalists, editors and academics. 
Sommers’s primary findings are that experienced writers tend to see their writing process as 
recursive rather than linear and that, in terms of ideas and global structure, students tend to view 
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their early drafts as completed or “fixed,” where experienced writers are more likely to see these 
aspects of their texts as being more fluid and subject to dramatic change through the revision 
process. Sommers describes the students’ concern with individual words in their writing and 
their tendency to think of revision as the need to replace individual words with better ones.  She 
says that “What is revealed in the students’ use of the thesaurus is a governing attitude toward 
their writing: that the meaning to be communicated is already there, already finished, already 
produced, ready to be communicated, and all that is necessary is a better word ‘rightly worded’” 
(Sommers 381-82). In contrast, the experienced writers in Sommers’s study tend to see revision 
as a process that involves more substantial changes as the writer continues to search for the form 
and substance of an argument: 
The writers ask: what does my essay as a whole need for form, balance, rhythm, or 
communication. Details are added, dropped, substituted, or reordered according to their 
sense of what the essay needs for emphasis and proportion. This sense, however, is 
constantly in flux as ideas are developed and modified; it is constantly “re-viewed” in 
relation to the parts. As their ideas change, revision becomes an attempt to make their 
writing consonant with that changing vision. (Sommers 386) 
These two views of revision—one which emphasizes stasis and fixity, the other which 
emphasizes change and flux—imply two different ways of reading a text. The students read the 
text as being essentially complete, needing only small, local adjustments. The experienced 
writers, in contrast, read the text as being more fluid and open to change. In the previous chapter 
I critique Sommers’s “Responding to Student Writing” for what I see as its failure to allow 
teachers the authority to assert a strong enough presence through their written response, but 
Sommers does argue in that piece that teachers’ comments should “provide an inherent reason 
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for students to revise” and to perform the kind of revision that she attributes to more experienced 
writers (Sommers, “Responding,” 156). Taken together, these two pieces suggest an approach in 
which teachers’ comments have the potential to push students to take a more fluid view of their 
own texts and to show them what kinds of changes might be possible.  
As the contrast between experienced and inexperienced writers suggests, though, this 
more fluid way of reading a text is not easy, and it is an ability that the more experienced writers 
have developed over time. In order to think of a text as being subject to change, the reader needs 
to be able to question the words on the page and imagine alternatives rather than accepting those 
words as inevitable. This way of reading requires that the reader entertain multiple possibilities 
at once, possibilities which can be suggested by the comments written in the margins. This way 
of reading is more difficult and disrupted than an approach in which the reader simply accepts 
what is written and moves on, or in which the reader need only trace a single line of thought. In a 
recent review of newly published annotated versions of the U.S. Constitution, Adam Liptak 
makes these observations: “The annotation is a curious genre. The reading experience is by 
nature unpleasant, with the eye forced to shuttle back and forth between text and commentary. 
The document under scrutiny is constantly interrupted, its unities dismembered” (Liptak, “More 
Perfect”). Commentary can interfere with readers by making them more conscious of the work of 
reading, discouraging the reader from accepting the words on the page without question or from 
becoming “lost” in the text and the reading experience. This way of reading, though difficult, can 
heighten the reader’s awareness of the text, and Liptak goes on to acknowledge that despite the 
unpleasantness, “there is a great deal to be said for reading every word of the Constitution, and 
being made to pause and consider each one.”  
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Mariolina Salvatori has written extensively on the subject of difficulty, particularly the 
interpretive difficulties that students often face. She describes the work she does with students, 
asking them to identify the difficulties they experience in reading various literary texts and to 
think in a careful and extended way about the nature of those difficulties and the strategies they 
might use to engage with them. Salvatori also writes that the difficulties her students point to 
“consistently identify actual and venerable interpretive cruxes” (Salvatori, “Toward a 
Hermeneutics of Difficulty,” 82). In other words, the difficulties that a text presents for readers 
are frequently related to features that are important to the meaning of that text. Although 
Salvatori is writing primarily about the difficulties of reading literary texts, this thinking applies 
to the difficulties presented by teacher’s comments as well. Written comments can pose a 
number of challenges for students (or any readers, for that matter), but those difficulties are part 
of the very nature of comments, and the work of engaging with those difficulties can lead to a 
deeper understanding of what the comments have to offer for the student and can help the student 
to develop the ability to read her own text with an eye toward possible change.12 
A student paper with comments can help us think about how comments can encourage 
different ways of reading and the work that they present for their student readers in more specific 
terms. This midterm essay, a first draft, was written about Jean Rhys’s novel Wide Sargasso Sea 
for a seminar on Caribbean literature for senior English majors. In her marginal comments and 
especially in her endnote, the teacher does substantial work to show the student what kind of 
changes she would like to see in revision. For example, on page 3, the student discusses a 
                                                 
12 For more on difficulty, see Salvatori, “Toward a Hermeneutics of Difficulty” and Salvatori and Donahue, The 
Elements (and Pleasures) of Difficulty. 
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moment in the text in which the main character Antoinette, a white Creole living in Jamaica, 
describes her own face as being mirrored by that of the black girl Tia:13 
Goaded by the white Creole obsession with power and a vengeance stemming from years 
of mistreatment, the black Creoles despise Antoinette and her family and take every 
opportunity to wring as much misery and fear out of them as possible. Tia, a black girl 
from her childhood whom she wished to befriend, clarifies their relationship by 
proclaiming, “Old time white people nothing but white nigger now, and black nigger 
better than white nigger” (Rhys 14). The image of Antoinette’s bloody face mirroring that 
of Tia’s tear-streaked one after the latter threw a rock is very apt (Rhys 27); it 
underscores the fact that there is no bond of blood or anything else between the two. 
In the margin next to this passage, the teacher has written 
yes—good, develop this—but the “mirroring” implies some likeness—that cannot, 
however, be turned into friendship. 
This comment praises the student’s use of a specific example from the novel but encourages him 
to make more out of it by discussing it at greater length. The teacher also proposes a somewhat 
different interpretation of the image of the two girls’ faces, one streaked with tears and the other 
with blood. Where the student reads this image as a sign that these two have nothing in common, 
the teacher reads it as indicating that there are similarities between the two but that they are not 
enough to overcome the differences. In order to do the work of expanding his discussion of this 
passage, the student will need to alter both his text and his reading by returning to Rhys’s novel 
to think further about the details of the passage and what those details might allow him to say 
                                                 
13 The full text of this essay is included as Appendix D. 
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about the text. An avenue for developing this example appears later in the essay when the student 
again refers to an example of “mirroring” in the novel: 
At the end of the story, after years of living locked away in his English mansion, 
Antoinette is finally depicted as having lost the last thread of her identity: “It was then 
that I saw her – the ghost. The woman with streaming hair. She was surrounded by a gilt 
frame but I knew her” (Rhys 111-12). In a dream, Antoinette sees herself in a mirror, but 
she cannot recognize her own self. Her identity has utterly disappeared, and it was 
possible for this to happen because she never managed to form a strong identity from the 
beginning. 
The student makes no connection between this example of “mirroring” and the one described 
above, which occurs almost three pages earlier in the student’s text. In the margin next to this 
passage, the teacher indicates this parallel, writing “compare formally to Tia moment.” The 
teacher does not do any interpretive work beyond this short note, leaving that work for the 
student. She does, however, gesture toward a possible connection between these passages and 
suggests that the student alter his text in order to acknowledge and examine that connection. 
In her endnote, the teacher continues this work of outlining possibilities for revision, 
primarily by suggesting that the student recast his argument in a literary rather than a 
psychological/sociological framework: 
Your paper is currently set up to “prove” that whites suffered in the Caribbean, too. And 
you produce a psychological portrait of Antoinette as proof. But note that the way you 
pose the problem currently, it is not a literary question, but a sociological one. Literary 
analysis requires you to reframe the question – perhaps thus (though you may certainly 
offer different approaches): 
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-how does WSS assert and validate the “Caribbeanness” of Antoinette (thereby struggling 
to rescue her from the rejection of the English and the emancipated slaves alike)? 
-how does it develop a white Creole aesthetic? (here questions of the novel’s form and 
indeed the novel’s vision – which aren’t necessarily the same as any individual 
characters’, even though it may be symptomatic to the characters) 
Here you could look at aspects of form such as point of view, fragmentation, 
understatement, [something not legible] -- a) all ways of addressing a literary response to 
a historical problem of b) thinking of the literary in terms not confined to plot and 
character. 
(So, for instance, rather than spending so much time summarizing and recounting the plot 
– perhaps focus on a few moments in the plot – eg. Tia/Ant or conflicts over naming – 
and then analyze those moments) 
In this endnote, the teacher challenges the way the student has framed his topic and asserts that 
his approach needs to be more literary, taking into greater account the features of the literary text 
as a text, rather than taking a sociological approach based on a psychological portrait of a single 
character. She also offers a kind of plan for rewriting this essay in which the student would 
narrow his focus to a particular set of moments in the novel, such as examples of mirroring or 
conflicts over naming. These are not revisions the student would necessarily make on his own. 
They are ways of approaching the text, however, that could potentially further his development 
as a reader and writer of literature and literary criticism. The work this teacher has asked the 
student to do demands that he change both his essay and his reading. The teacher asks him to 
read Antoinette not as a real person but as a character constructed out of words on a page. She 
asks him to think about how the novel uses this character and other literary elements to do 
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various kinds of work, such as taking a position on what it means to be “Caribbean” or 
developing an aesthetic particular to this time and place, rather than as reflecting some kind of 
historical reality. The kind of reading the student will need to do is in some ways like the reading 
Liptak associates with annotated texts, a reading in which the reader “dismembers” the text, 
pausing to consider the details in order to understand how they create particular effects. In laying 
out this work for the student, the teacher’s comments urge him to think of his essay and his 
interpretation as being unfinished and open to change. It is this aspect of commentary—the way 
that it can “unfinish” a piece of writing and affect subsequent readers in different ways—that I 
will be exploring in the rest of this chapter by considering various types of commentary in 
different genres. 
In the process of writing, writers move through different stages—composing a draft, 
submitting that completed draft to others for reading and response, taking that draft apart and 
revising it toward a final form. During this process, they sometimes work to consolidate a text 
into a coherent form and sometimes take that text apart, fragmenting in order to reassemble it. 
Scholars have referred to different versions of these impulses by various names. Wolfgang Iser 
uses the term “wandering viewpoint” to describe the way in which the reader’s experience of a 
text is always in some sense fragmented because the reader cannot perceive the text all at once; 
instead, the reader must move around in the text, grasping only sections at a time (Iser 109). 
“Consistency building,” in contrast, refers to the work that readers do to synthesize these 
fragments into an interpretation of the work as a whole (Iser 118-119). Jason Snart, a Blake 
scholar whose work I discuss in more detail below, uses the term “fixity” to refer to the finality 
of the printed page or engraved plate and “fluidity” to refer to the infinite imagination which 
creates that page (Snart 35). In “Discourse in the Novel,” Mikhail Bakhtin describes language as 
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being both centripetal and centrifugal to varying degrees. “Centripetal” or “unitary” language is a 
conservative, consolidating force: “Unitary language constitutes the theoretical expression of the 
historical processes of linguistic unification and centralization, an expression of the centripetal 
forces of language” (Bakhtin 270). Unitary language, he argues, exists in the context of 
heteroglossia, the tendency of language to fragment and differentiate into numerous variations as 
it is used. He says that “at every moment of its linguistic life [unitary language] is opposed to the 
realities of heteroglossia,” but he acknowledges that unitary language performs a function in 
society by “guaranteeing a certain maximum of mutual understanding and crystallizing into a 
real, although still relative, unity—the unity of the reigning conversational (everyday) and 
literary language, ‘correct language’” (Bakhtin 270). He contrasts the centripetal quality of 
unitary language with the “centrifugal,” decentralizing force of heteroglossia (Bakhtin 271). 
Centripetal and centrifugal forces, Bakhtin argues, always coexist: “Alongside the centripetal 
forces, the centrifugal forces of language carry on their uninterrupted work; alongside verbal-
ideological centralization and unification, the uninterrupted processes of decentralization and 
disunification go forward” (Bakhtin 272).  
Commentarial or marginal writing—whether it appears on a student’s paper or on some 
other kind of text—can have widely disparate aims, sometimes attempting to strengthen a 
primary text and sometimes attempting to weaken or fragment it. As I suggest above, teachers’ 
comments often attempt to unsettle students’ centripetal tendencies in their writing. Many 
commentators in other settings endeavor to re-purpose a text for aims that its author may not 
have intended or even been able to imagine, and often a commentary that aims to limit and 
control the interpretive possibilities of a text succeeds instead in multiplying them as readers 
respond to the commentary in numerous ways. But in different ways depending on the discursive 
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context, centripetal and centrifugal forces and the tension between them shape the way that 
marginal writing functions in relation to a primary text or set of texts.  
One example of scholarship that attempts to describe these forces in marginal writing is 
Lawrence Lipking’s “The Marginal Gloss.” Well known and often cited by scholars of 
marginalia and commentary, Lipking’s essay considers several examples of marginal gloss, 
including Coleridge’s “Ancient Mariner,” Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” Ulysses as implicit 
commentary on Homer, and the fragment from Finnegan’s Wake that was published as the short 
story “Storiella as She Is Syung.” Lipking begins his meditation on margins with Paul Valery’s 
1927 publication of Poe’s marginalia, which Valery accompanies with marginal notes of his own 
in which he attempts to work out a systematic theory of notes, an effort which Lipking finds to 
be at odds with Poe’s “whimsical and scattered thoughts on his pleasure in marking up margins” 
(Lipking 609). Lipking disagrees to some extent with Valery’s systematizing impulse, asserting 
that “[t]he attraction of marginalia, for [Poe], consists of the opportunity for defiance of rigorous 
discussion, for the total originality and unexpectedness he so prized—in short, for complete 
independence from the text” (609-10). He argues that “the difference between Poe’s and 
Valery’s theory of notes—between a theory that emphasizes the nonsensical unpredictability of 
notes and a theory that discovers in notes the essential logic not only of all reading but of the 
mind itself—cannot be resolved” (Lipking 611). 
Although Lipking argues that Valery misrepresents Poe by attempting to systematize 
Poe’s unsystematic marginalia, he does not seem to take either side; rather, he lays out both ways 
of thinking for the reader’s consideration as an introduction to his examination of other 
examples, and he is as interested in Valery’s position as he is in Poe’s. Lipking notes the way in 
which Valery’s own commentary continues on after Poe’s text has ended, and he reads in 
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Valery’s responses to Poe’s marginalia the suggestion that marginal writing indicates the 
essential “unfinishedness” of all texts, even those which seem complete: “Thus the apparatus of 
the margin, with its constant suggestion that revisions are possible, explanations are needed, 
delivers a vivifying truth: however much the text pretends to finality, it is always open to 
change” (611). I would argue that it is not the margin itself that delivers this truth, as Lipking 
seems to suggest, but rather a way of reading in which margins are constructed as a place for the 
reader to change the text through interpretation and commentary. This idea—that readers’ 
marginal writing makes visible the ways in which a text is never finished but is in some way 
always fluid—is important to my own reading of the marginalia of teachers and others. 
Lipking suggests that the differences between Valery and Poe’s positions can be 
attributed in part to differences between the two genres of marginalia and marginal gloss. His 
description of marginalia, or the marginal notes of readers, aligns that form of marginal writing 
with centrifugal language: 
Marginalia—traces left in a book—are wayward in their very nature; they spring up 
spontaneously around a text unaware of their presence. . . .The charm of such notes 
depends on their being on the edge: the borders of intelligibility (Poe) or consciousness 
(Valery). The reader catches an author off his guard, intercepting a thought that may 
scarcely have risen to formulation. At their best, marginalia can haunt us like a few 
passing words overheard in the street; all the more precious because the context remains 
unknown. (612) 
In contrast, Lipking’s assessment of the marginal gloss, or a printed text located on the page 
alongside a primary text, aligns this genre more with the stabilizing tendencies of centripetal 
language: “The marginal gloss, however, responds to another frame of mind: the need to spell 
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everything out. . . . However dense the text, the gloss holds out the hope that all perplexities can 
be explained and all obliquities reduced to order” (611-613). Lipking’s characterizations of 
marginalia and the marginal gloss describe the work of two different kinds of readers, one who 
writes in the margins spontaneously as the impulse strikes and one with a more systematic and 
unifying purpose.  
Lipking’s assertion that margins point to the way in which a text “is always open to 
change” describes well the notes that William Blake made in the books he owned. Blake’s 
marginalia provide one of the best examples of commentary that “unfinishes” a primary text, 
using that text to create new meanings in different ways. I will be considering here two examples 
of Blake’s marginalia, his annotations on Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses on Art and Lavater’s 
Aphorisms on Man. Blake reads these two works very differently, and this reading shapes the 
comments he writes in response and the composite texts that result. 
Blake attended the Royal Academy of Arts between 1779 and 1785 during Reynolds’s 
term as president there. His annotations to Reynolds’s Discourses on Art, a collection of 
addresses delivered at the Royal Academy, exhibit his hostility toward Reynolds’s aesthetic 
philosophy. His notes begin on the title page with the declaration that “This Man was Hired to 
Depress Art     This is the opinion of Will Blake my Proofs of this Opinion are given in the 
following Notes” (Blake 635). The marginalia, though, do more than convey Blake’s 
disagreement with Reynolds; in his marginal notes, Blake also asserts his own philosophy of 
beauty and art. For example, Reynolds argues in Discourse III that in order to perceive beauty, 
the artist must learn to see past the particularities of objects and to concentrate on their general, 
abstract forms (Reynolds 44). He says that  
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instead of endeavouring to amuse mankind with the minute neatness of his imitations, 
[the genuine painter] must endeavor to improve them by the grandeur of his ideas 
(Reynolds 42).  
Blake responds to this statement in the margin:  
Without Minute Neatness of Execution. The. Sublime cannot Exist! Grandeur of Ideas is 
founded on Precision of Ideas (Blake 646).  
Continuing this line of thinking, Reynolds argues that  
the whole beauty and grandeur of the art consists, in my opinion, in being able to get 
above all singular forms, local customs, particularities, and details of every kind. 
(Reynolds 44) 
Blake responds 
A Folly 
Singular & Particular Detail is the Foundation of the Sublime. (Blake 647) 
And again when Reynolds argues that 
it is from a reiterated experience, and a close comparison of the objects in nature, that an 
artist becomes possessed of the idea of that central form, if I may so express it, from 
which every deviation is deformity, (Reynolds 45) 
Blake writes, 
One Central Form Composed of all other Forms being Granted it does not therefore 
follow that all other Forms are Deformity. (Blake 648) 
In this way, through brief but numerous responses, Blake argues with Reynolds’s text and 
employs it for his own purposes, using it as a venue in which to articulate his own aesthetic 
philosophy. Unlike commentaries that attempt to clarify a primary text or to reinforce its 
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message, Blake’s marginal responses work against Reynolds’s arguments. We see Blake refuting 
Reynolds vigorously on the pages of Reynolds’s own text to create something new. Rather than 
writing a separate, unified treatise in response to Reynolds, Blake creates a composite text of 
Reynolds’s writing and his own; in choosing to make his argument in the margins, Blake keeps 
Reynolds present but uses him as something to push against, giving momentum to his own 
argument.  
Written in 1788, ten years before the marginalia on Reynolds, Blake’s notes in John 
Caspar Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man are remarkably different in tone. The first note appears on 
the title page: the name “Will Blake” is signed in small letters beneath the author’s printed name, 
and Blake has enclosed both names in a heart. This marking immediately signals a different 
relationship between primary author and annotator than what appears in the margins of 
Reynolds. The next note is written above the first printed aphorism: “for the reason of these 
remarks see the last aphorism” (Lavater 1). 14 Turning to the last aphorism, the reader finds this 
comment: “If you mean to know yourself, interline such of these aphorisms as affected you 
agreeably in reading, and set a mark to such a sense of uneasiness with you; and then shew your 
copy to whom you please” (Lavater, page 224 in facsimile text). Although the numbering of 
Lavater’s aphorisms might suggest that the reader progress through them in order, Blake’s notes 
re-order the text for his readers in a way that calls attention to his own interpretation as much as 
to Lavater’s primary text. Lavater’s first two aphorisms read as follows: 
1. Know, in the first place, that mankind agree in essence, as they do in their limbs and 
senses. 
                                                 
14 Page numbers in citations for the notes on Lavater are taken from the page numbers of the facsimile text. For the 
notes which are difficult to read in facsimile, I have used Erdman’s text as an aid. 
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2. Mankind differ as much in essence as they do in form, limbs, and senses—and only so, 
and not more. (Lavater 1) 
Blake has underlined both of these aphorisms and written in the margin beside them, “This is 
true Christian philosophy far above all abstraction” (Lavater 1). Blake’s affirmation of these 
opening aphorisms conveys some of the philosophy of the general and the particular that we see 
in the later notes on Reynolds. 
Blake’s notes become more complex with Lavater’s third aphorism; the aphorism itself 
reads “As in looking upward each beholder thinks himself the centre of the sky; so Nature 
formed her individuals, that each must see himself the centre of being” (Lavater 2). To the left of 
this text Blake has written “let me refer here, to a remark on aphorism 533 & another on. 630” 
(Lavater 2). As Jason Snart has noted, Blake uses his marginal notes as a way of marking a new 
path for the reader through Lavater’s text. Blake’s notes also reflect the nature of his reading, 
which was not necessarily ordered and progressive but which instead followed some kind of path 
from aphorism 3 to 533 and back again. Turning from entry 3 to 533, the reader finds this 
aphorism: 
I have often, too often, been tempted, at the daily relation of new knaveries, to despise 
human nature in every individual, till, on minute anatomy of each trick, I found that the 
knave was only an enthusiast or momentary fool. This discovery of momentary folly, 
symptoms of which assail the wisest and the best, has thrown a great consolatory light on 
my inquiries into man’s moral nature: by this the theorist is enabled to assign to each 
class and each individual its own peculiar fit of vice or folly; and, by the same, he has it 
in his power to contrast the ludicrous or dismal catalogue with the more pleasing one of 
sentiment and virtue, more properly their own. (Lavater 181-82) 
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Blake’s response to this aphorism leads the reader out of Lavater’s text to the second book of 
Samuel, Chapter 6: 
man is the ark of God the mercy seat is above upon the ark cherubims guard it on either 
side & in the midst is the holy law. man is either the ark of God or a phantom of the earth 
& of water if thou seekest by human policy to guide this ark. remember Uzzah II 
Sam. IV Ch: 
knaveries are not human nature knaveries are knaveries    See N 554 
this aphorism seems to me to want discrimination 
(Lavater 181 and Blake 596) 
In the Biblical passage to which Blake refers, the Ark, which is being carried by oxen, becomes 
unstable and Uzzah reaches out his hand to steady it; however, touching the Ark is a forbidden 
act and Uzzah is struck dead on the spot, despite his good intentions. Aphorism 554, to which 
Blake now directs us, reads 
The enemy of art is the enemy of nature; art is nothing but the highest sagacity and 
exertion of human nature; and what nature will he honour who honours not the human? 
Blake has underlined the text appearing after the semicolon and written to the side, “human 
nature is the image of God” (Lavater 190 and Erdman 597). Blake’s message in these notes is not 
easy to discern, but he might be suggesting that in positing that knaveries are part of human 
nature, Lavater, in this instance at least, does not honor man as the image or “ark” of God. He 
may also be suggesting that to systematically theorize human nature, to “seek by human policy to 
guide this ark,” is to misunderstand human nature itself. Snart also seems to be somewhat 
uncertain of Blake’s meaning, but he speculates that 
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Blake’s response to Lavater’s attempts to systematize human nature (and further to justify 
“knaveries,” for example, as part of certain human nature), is to warn that human nature 
is the image of God, and thus to tamper with human nature is to tamper with the ark of 
God, as Uzzah does with fatal results in 2 Samuel 6. (Snart 164-65) 
Returning to Aphorism 3, we see that Blake has also referred us to his note on Aphorism 630. I 
will not trace this new path here, but I do want to point out the way in which all of these 
interlinked texts—aphorisms, annotations, and scriptural reference—form a complex, 
fragmentary and intertextual response to Lavater. Though these notes demonstrate much greater 
sympathy with the primary text than do the notes on Reynolds, Blake does not annotate simply to 
show his support of Lavater; he disagrees when moved to do so and uses his commentary to 
assert his own philosophy of religion and human nature, creating a new work of his own through 
reading. In this way, Blake’s marginalia on both Reynolds and Lavater make visible the 
centrifugal effects of reading and interpretation. 
Snart’s The Torn Book is one of the most extensive studies of Blake’s marginalia. Snart 
argues that Blake’s annotations in the books he owned can be understood as part of his larger 
project—worked out through his poetry, art, printing and annotating—of challenging the 
practices of authoritative, systematic reading encouraged by the conventionally printed page. The 
most interesting aspect of Snart’s project for a study of teachers’ comments lies in the way he 
interprets Blake’s marginalia as “opening” or “unfinishing” the primary texts Blake was reading. 
One of Snart’s central questions is “what it would mean to imagine the act of annotation as a 
kind of ‘tearing the book,’ an act that is textually and materially intrusive and disruptive, and 
thus an act deeply tied to what ‘the book’ meant to Blake and to his work” (Snart 20). He argues 
that 
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Blake annotated in such a way as to challenge the formal configuration of the books he 
was reading, thereby challenging the way in which such configurations controlled the 
experience of reading itself. . . . Blake’s annotating was a metaphoric “tearing” of the 
book, opening up its representational space and its textual authority for consideration. 
(Snart 21-22) 
Here Snart suggests that Blake’s notes create a kind of “openness” and challenge the authority of 
the book, with its orderly printed pages, to determine his experience as a reader. One way in 
which marginalia can unsettle a text is to suggest another order of reading, and Snart notes the 
way in which Blake’s annotations “unfinish” a text by interrupting its linearity. He surmises that 
[t]he books Blake experienced as an annotator all evince, to greater or lesser degree, 
sequential logic and linear development, and Blake must have recognized the degree to 
which annotation itself disrupted ideas of sequence and certainly of linearity. Consider as 
an obvious example the annotations that direct the reader’s attention to parts of the text, 
or to other annotations, that are materially distant. (Snart 180)15  
Blake cannot rearrange the printed page, but by changing the order in which a reader proceeds 
through the book, he shifts the emphasis of the meaning from the primary text to his own 
commentary. Blake disrupts the linear quality, for example, of Lavater’s orderly, numbered 
aphorisms by directing the reader to many disparate places in the text, creating a path through the 
                                                 
15 It is not certain who this intended reader might have been, although it was common practice in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries for readers to circulate books which they had annotated among friends. H.L. Jackson 
discusses these texts and practices at length in Romantic Readers: The Evidence of Marginalia and Marginalia: 
Readers Writing in Books. Given this cultural practice, it seems reasonable that Blake would expect that his notes 
would find a reader at some point. Snart himself is unclear as to the audience Blake may have had in mind for his 
marginal notes, but he argues that “all annotations, to a greater or lesser degree, are part of a performance that 
implies an audience who will experience not just the content of an annotation but also its material intrusion into the 
host text” (Snart 191, n37). 
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text which is based on Blake’s reading rather than Lavater’s writing. Snart also considers the 
way in which annotation decenters a primary text by adding voices to the page: 
The marginalia disrupt the finishedness of the printed page by introducing an alternate 
perspective. This challenges the single perspective (what Blake elsewhere called “Single 
vision”) and the suppression of individuality Blake saw at work in the Newtonian text. 
The act of creating marginalia represents the material marking of multiple, often self-
interfering perspectives onto what seems, in certain instances, the otherwise univocal 
page. (Snart 111) 
This description applies well to an example such as the annotations on Reynolds, in which Blake 
asserts his own antagonistic presence into the margins of Reynolds’s otherwise orderly, univocal 
text. At least in Blake’s copy of the book, Reynolds’s arguments no longer stand alone, but are 
accompanied on the page by an oppositional voice. In several ways, then, Blake’s notes work to 
undermine the fixity of the primary, printed text by altering, extending, revising, and responding 
to what the original author has said. Blake does not allow the printed text to stand alone on the 
page as “finished,” but uses the margins of the page to continue the work of reading, interpreting, 
and rewriting. 
“Fixity” and “fluidity” are two important terms for Snart in his thinking about Blake’s 
texts and composing processes: 
Blake seemed deeply concerned with the tension between fixity (the finality or 
completeness of the engraved plate or the printed page, for example) and the fluidity of 
poetic vision (the imagination which was, to Blake, infinite until materialized on plate or 
paper). (Snart 35) 
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I would argue that Blake’s marginal notes represent the fluidity of not only poetic vision but of 
the act of reading itself. Snart sees Blake as opposing the tendency of the book form to impose or 
“fix” a particular way of reading, but this fixed reading in which the reader progresses through a 
book from beginning to end and does not insert herself into the text by writing on it is itself a 
practice that readers learn. For example, we may tend to read novels by progressing in an orderly 
fashion from the first page to the last, but we read cookbooks, phone books, and collections of 
poetry quite differently. Because these ways of reading are often taken for granted, though, it is 
easy to fall into thinking that the book itself has this power over us. Certainly the material form 
of a book gives us signals as to how to read, but Blake’s marginalia remind us that the reading 
experience has as much to do with the choices of the reader as with the features of the printed 
page. We can read in the way that the book seems to ask of us, or we can speak back, argue, or 
choose our own path through the numbered pages. 
I turn now to a very different set of commentaries in which the relationship between 
fixity and fluidity is also visible and complex, those written as part of a long tradition of rabbinic 
Judaism.16 The first and foremost text of Jewish study and interpretation is the Torah, or the first 
five books of the Bible. For the purposes of discussion here, it should be understood that I am 
dealing with texts and reading practices that have existed primarily in a context of the traditional 
Jewish belief that the Torah was given by God to Moses at Mount Sinai. Its centrality to 
traditional Jewish belief and practice thus cannot be overestimated. Scholars often describe 
Jewish literature collectively as an inverted triangle or pyramid, with the vast bulk of texts 
resting on the small but essential base of the Torah (see, for example, Holtz “Introduction” 13). 
Because of the status of the Torah, it is widely thought of among adherents to this tradition as 
                                                 
16 Rabbinic Judaism refers to the dominant form of Judaism that includes the concept of an oral law, discussed 
below, even if it does not insist on strict adherence to this law, and that takes the Talmud as a central text of study. 
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being extremely fixed and stable. Many Orthodox Jews believe that the Torah was given to 
Moses at Sinai letter for letter, and there is great emphasis on preserving the text as it is thought 
to have been transmitted by God. For a Torah scroll, which is always written by hand, to be 
considered kosher (usable for ritual purposes), it must be deemed perfect; one imperfect letter 
(out of over 300,000) can render a scroll unusable. Such concern with “fixing” a text is almost 
unparalleled. 
However, the large body of commentaries, supplements, and other interpretive texts in 
many ways both reinforce and undercut this fixity. The term “Midrash” refers to a body of 
Jewish texts that interpret the Torah and other books of the Jewish Bible. Originally midrash was 
composed orally; most midrashim were written down and edited between 400 and 1200 C.E., but 
their oral composition often began much earlier (Holtz 178). There are different genres of 
midrash, but all midrash functions in some way as interpretation of Biblical texts. Midrashim 
were often composed in response to questions or problems raised by gaps in the text of the 
Jewish Bible. As Erich Auerbach notes in the opening chapter of Mimesis, the style of the Torah 
is spare and terse, providing only such detail as is absolutely necessary. It is a style that leaves 
many gaps to be filled through the interpretive work of readers.  For example, the Torah usually 
does not describe the thoughts and feelings of characters; midrash attempts to fill in some of the 
missing details. Midrash also typically deviates, sometimes substantially, from the text itself. 
Take, for example, a response to Genesis 1.26, “And God said: Let us make man.” A midrash 
from the collection Genesis Rabbah tells of how the angels Mercy, Truth, Righteousness, and 
Peace each argued for or against God’s decision to create man (Holtz 191-92). In this case the 
midrash responds to a feature of the text, the use of the plural first-person pronoun in “Let us 
make man,” to raise the problem of to whom God would have been speaking if nothing else had 
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been created, and it solves the problem by imagining the angels who might have been present. 
The midrash then departs from the text in imagining the conversation that must have taken place 
among these angels, for which there is no support in the original text of Genesis. Though it was 
not written as a marginal commentary in the way that Blake’s notes were, midrash serves as a 
kind of commentary, elucidation, expansion, and/or interpretation of the scriptures, and it is 
usually linked to a specific moment in the primary text. As such, it suggests a kind of fluidity in 
Jewish religious texts and reading that will become much more prominent in the following 
examples. Midrash extends the boundaries of the text, and by doing so calls into question the 
notion that the primary text itself is “fixed.” 
Jewish commentaries did not take the form of running commentary written in the margins 
of a primary text until the Middle Ages (Greenstein 213). The most famous medieval 
commentator was Rabbi Shlomo Yitchaki, commonly known by the Hebrew acronym Rashi. 
Written in the eleventh century in France, Rashi’s commentaries are still a standard component 
of printed editions of the Torah and Talmud. In terms of the style of his commentary, Rashi was 
something of a transitional figure. His commentary on the Bible in particular often draws on the 
techniques of midrash or simply “drash,” which “endeavors to decipher and spell out the latent 
meanings of the text,” described above (Greenstein 216). He also, however, at times takes the 
approach of pshat, which is usually understood to mean the “plain sense” of the text (Gelles 9). 
Take, for example, Rashi’s commentary on Genesis 3.8. The biblical verse reads “They heard the 
sound of [God] walking in the garden toward the direction of the sun; and the man and his wife 
hid from [God] among the trees of the garden” (Herczeg 33-34). Rashi responds to the opening 
words “They heard” as follows: 
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There are many aggadic [non-legal] midrashim on this verse, and our Rabbis have 
already arranged them. . . . I have come for nothing but the simple meaning of Scripture 
and for aggadah [non-legal interpretation] which resolves the words of Scripture with 
each word stated in its proper framework and with its correct meaning. (Herczeg 33) 
He then goes on to interpret the verse simply: “they heard the sound of the Holy One, Blessed is 
He, Who was ‘walking in the garden’ (Herczeg 33).17 Subsequent generations of commentators, 
including Rashi’s grandson Rabbi Samuel ben Meir or “Rashbam,” embraced the mode of pshat 
to a much greater degree and developed it further as an interpretive approach, seeking to 
“understand the biblical text within the parameters of its historical, literary, and linguistic 
context” (Greenstein 217). The mode of pshat was new in the Middle Ages, and it represents the 
desire to clarify the meaning of the text, rather than to expand meanings. Though few 
commentators practiced pshat exclusively and instead combined different approaches, pshat 
represents a more centripetal tendency in commentary than what had previously been practiced. 
Another important body of Jewish literature is the Mishnah and its commentary the 
Gemara, which collectively form the Talmud.18 The Jewish tradition posits that when God gave 
the written Torah to Moses at Mount Sinai, he also gave an “Oral Torah” that was not meant to 
be written down but rather passed on orally from generation to generation and that would carry 
the same authority as the written Torah; many Orthodox Jews adhere to this belief today.19 This 
Oral Torah was a complement to the written Torah in that it explained how to carry out many of 
the written laws and clarified points of the written text that were vague and difficult to 
                                                 
17 For more examples, see Gelles 10-12. 
18 Somewhat confusingly, the word “Talmud” is commonly used to refer both to the commentary on the Mishnah, 
also known as Gemara, and to the combination of Mishnah and Gemara. For clarity’s sake, I use the term “Gemara” 
to refer to the commentary itself and “Talmud” to refer to the text as a whole. 
19 Lawrence Schiffman dates the idea of an oral law that was given with the written to the first century B.C.E. – first 
century C.E. (Schiffman 5). 
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understand. However, because of persecution and the passage of time, it became desirable for 
this oral text to be preserved in writing, and so between the first and third centuries, these 
teachings were compiled and edited by numerous rabbis and scholars; the resulting text is called 
the Mishnah. Though it is ostensibly a code of law, the Mishnah does not read like a collection of 
legal injunctions. Instead it is written as a series of discussions or arguments. Moshe Halbertal 
raises the question of why the Mishnah was written in the form of debates that include minority 
or dissenting opinions. He notes the rarity of a canonical text that “transmits the tradition in the 
form of controversy” and does not seek “to censor minority opinions nor to harmonize them 
within the rest of the material” (Halbertal 45). The effect of this format is to open up the text to 
an array of interpretations and controversy over what the text means and how it is to be read. For 
example, here is an excerpt from the chapter of the Mishnah dealing with the lighting of Sabbath 
candles, which is read weekly as part of the Friday night Sabbath service: 
[1] With what may we light [the Sabbath lamp] and with what may we not light? We may 
not light with cedar bast, uncombed flax, floss-silk, willow bast, desert silk, nor seaweed. 
Nor [may we light] with pitch, wax, cottonseed oil, oil that must be destroyed by burning, 
fat from sheeps’ tails, nor with tallow. Nachum the Mede says: We may light with boiled 
tallow. But the Sages say: Whether it is boiled or it is not boiled, we may not light with it. 
  
[2] We may not light on Yom Tov [a holiday] with oil that must be destroyed by burning. 
Rabbi Yishmael says: We may not light with tar, out of respect for the honor due the 
Sabbath. But the Sages permit [lighting] with all [these] oils: with sesame oil, nut oil, 
radish oil, fish oil, gourd oil, tar, or naphtha. Rabbi Tarfon says: We may light only with 
olive oil. (Scherman 323-25) 
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As we see in these paragraphs, the format of the Mishnah, with its multiple voices and dissenting 
opinions, reflects its origins as an oral text. Like the gaps Auerbach identifies in the Bible that 
open it up to the interpretive commentary of midrash, the unresolved nature of the legal disputes 
in the Mishnah, where multiple opinions are given but one is not necessarily indicated as 
“correct,” open that text up as well to volumes and volumes of interpretive response. The 
Mishnah itself is not a commentary on the Torah—it is more of a companion text to aid in 
religious practice—but it is part of a tradition of reading in which fixed, written texts are 
surrounded by a more fluid and dynamic body of oral commentary. 
Between the third and fifth centuries, the rabbis of Israel and Babylonia spent much time 
discussing and debating the Mishnah; these discussions would eventually become the Gemara, a 
vast collection of responses that are presented as commentary on the Mishnah but that often 
wander far from the Mishnaic text with which they begin (Schiffman 11-12).20 The texts of the 
Mishnah and Gemara are printed together as the Talmud, which fills from 20 to 70 large 
volumes, depending on the publisher and translation. Like the Mishnah, the Gemara is written as 
a series of discussions, with different speakers voicing different opinions and raising questions. 
The Gemara, however, is far more complex. A typical Mishnah entry might be the length of a 
short paragraph, 10-15 lines or so. This entry is followed, however by many pages of Gemara 
commentary which winds its way through many topics and subtopics. The texts of Mishnah and 
Gemara appear as a single column in the center of each page. In printed Talmuds since the 
sixteenth century, this text is surrounded on the page by the commentaries of Rashi, the Tosafot 
(French commentators who succeeded Rashi) and others. Though it is organized to a degree and 
follows the structure of the Mishnah, the text of the Talmud suggests much of the fluidity of an 
                                                 
20 There are actually two Gemaras or Talmuds, one composed in Babylonia and one composed in Israel. The 
Babylonian Talmud is by far the one most widely studied and is the one I refer to throughout this section. 
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oral discussion, with the rabbis moving from topic to topic and from question to question in a 
way that is often very difficult for an inexperienced reader to follow. 
The primary text of the Talmud was finished in the sixth century, but various 
commentaries, corrections, and other media for interpretation have continued to be written into 
the present. Thus, “although the Talmud is usually spoken of as having been completed (or 
‘sealed’) in the sixth century, it in fact remained the site of a continuing conversation among 
Jewish scholars lasting to our very times, most recently aided and abetted by new computer 
technologies that were inconceivable even a decade ago” (Stanislawski 97). Little is known 
about how the text of the Talmud came to be written down, but written manuscripts are first 
mentioned in the year 634 C.E. (Schiffman 13). The earliest printed editions of the Talmud were 
published in Italy and Spain in the late 15th century.  Before the first printed editions appeared, 
the text of the Talmud appeared alone on the page, without such commentaries as those by Rashi 
and the Tosafists, which are now standard components printed alongside the main text. The 
commentaries were considered to be separate books (Heller 61). Once the Talmud entered print, 
though, Rashi and Tosafot became standard components of the Talmudic page, both because 
they proved to be valuable aids to interpretation and because printers tended to copy what their 
predecessors had done; both of these commentaries appeared in the first printed edition of the 
Talmud, which was published by Soncino in 1483 (Fram 91). Haym Soloveitchik explains the 
value of Rashi for reading and understanding the Talmud: 
[T]he Talmud is, as it were, a “telegramatic” text, the main points are stated, but the flow, 
the linkage of the various points, is left up to the reader to reconstruct. It is this flow and 
linkage that Rashi supplies, and with remarkably few words. Rashi was gifted with an 
inordinate ability to detect both minor gaps in a presentation and the slightest ambiguity 
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of language and correct them succinctly. Realizing the cumulative effect of trivial errors, 
he deftly guides the student through the text with a mere word or two, preventing a host 
of possible misunderstandings. (Soloveitchik 37) 
Like the pshat mode of biblical commentary, Rashi’s commentary on the Talmud has the more 
centripetal aim of clarifying the meaning of a difficult and often vague text as far as possible. 
Despite this desire to fix a meaning, however, both the form of the Talmud and the 
ongoing tradition of adding commentaries lend a fascinating element of fluidity to what is often a 
deeply conservative tradition. In their essay on the yeshiva as a particular type of education, 
Moshe Halbertal and Tova Hartman Halbertal consider the ways in which the form of the 
Talmud relates to the flowing, dynamic style of yeshiva education, in which most study takes 
place through discussion in pairs or larger groups and focuses on texts that the students have read 
beforehand. In order to explain the energy of this environment, the authors compare the Beit 
Midrash (or main study hall) to a conventional library: 
Libraries are areas where silent reading and isolated reflections on a text take place. 
Movement and noise are minimized as much as possible as they are considered a 
desecration of the silence of the sacred space. The Beit Midrash is noisy and full of body 
language, where study is experienced as a communal activity. (Halbertal and Hartman 
Halbertal 458) 
Students do not take written exams or write papers, and conversation is the dominant mode of 
learning. The Halbertals explain that this oral mode of teaching, learning, and evaluation yields a 
type of education that is more fluid than many more conventional learning environments: 
The lack of writing highlights another feature of the Yeshiva. In the Beit Midrash ideas 
come and go, questions and answers are raised and forgotten. When the same tractate [a 
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section of Talmud] is to be studied again in the next cycle of learning, teachers are 
expected not to repeat their old readings but to innovate. (Halbertal and Hartman 
Halbertal 459) 
They argue that these qualities are connected to the form of the primary text of study, the 
Talmud: 
The conversational mode of study interestingly reflects the structure and content of the 
Talmud. . . . [T]here is a central and relatively constant feature at the root of the 
conversational mode of study, which is deeply related to the nature of the Talmud as a 
particular type of text. (Halbertal and Hartman Halbertal 460) 
Because of the nature of the Talmudic page—which is presented in the form of a discussion and 
is surrounded by commentary that continues the discussion into subsequent generations—
students of the Talmud today have some sense that they are entering into a conversation that has 
been ongoing for many centuries: 
The structure of learning in the Yeshiva is in its basic conversational mode a re-
enactment of the imagined talmudic discussion. There is a deep affinity between the 
peculiar conversation of the talmudic page and the way its learning is organized at the 
Beit Midrash. The students become attached to the tradition through their active 
participation in the ongoing argument. The text is the initial conversation which expands 
and develops by dialogue with it. Re-enactment is not a repetition: the student introduces 
a new interpretation, a novella or chidush (a new way of approaching a problem). . . . 
The talmudic page provides a skeleton which is continuously enlarged through the 
incorporation of subsequent commentaries to the discussion, and through the 
improvisation of the students themselves. (Halbertal and Hartman Halbertal 460-61) 
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In this way, we see how a religion and a tradition of scholarship that are centered around a 
limited number of fixed and revered texts and in many ways resist change have developed 
surprisingly fluid modes of reading and response. 
Because of this complex interaction between fixity and fluidity, the advent of print had 
great impact on Jewish reading, writing and learning. In his essay “The Ashkenazi Elite at the 
Beginning of the Modern Era: Manuscript Versus Printed Book,” Elchanan Reiner considers the 
effects of print on Jewish learning and relationships with texts. Because oral learning, 
composition, and transmission were valued so highly in the medieval period, Jewish intellectual 
authorities were anxious about the effects of printing on the circulation and availability of 
religious texts (Reiner 87). Reiner examines a debate between rabbis in sixteenth century Poland 
regarding the writing and use of printed books. He begins with the position of Hayyim ben 
Bezalel of Freidberg, who wrote a polemical tractate in response to the printing of a legal 
manual: 
There is no room, R. Hayyim writes, for the printed manual, as it freezes and rigidifies 
halakhah [Jewish law], which must remain fluid; further, he seems to be saying that there 
is no such thing as an authoritative text. Authority is personal, it depends absolutely on 
the halakhic scholar, the posek, who cannot—and may not—rely on precedents. (Reiner 
87) 
Prior to the introduction of print, the emphasis among Ashkenazi Jews—Jews who settled in 
Eastern Europe—was not on the text itself but rather on the scholar who would draw on his own 
legal knowledge to make a ruling specific to each individual situation. Hayyim feared that with 
print, this fluidity would be lost and authority would be transferred from the scholar to the text, 
which would rigidify the meaning. Books held a somewhat peculiar place in this context: 
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The handwritten or printed book was not an authoritative text, although there was a 
danger that it might be considered in that light. Meant merely as an aid to its author, 
without whom the book was meaningless, its authority derived from him and he was also 
the sole legitimate reader. . . . Thus the text is a reflection of another, oral text; that oral 
text is the authoritative one, its source of authority being the fact that it is transmitted 
from teacher to pupil. . . . Thus the Ashkenazi halakhic tradition is understood—at least, 
in the mid-sixteenth century—as inherently oral. (Reiner 88) 
Midrash, Mishnah and Talmud all began as oral texts that were written down only when it 
seemed necessary for preservation of the tradition. Reiner’s assessment of the book in sixteenth 
century Ashkenazi scholarly culture demonstrates this same valuing of the more fluid oral text 
over the more fixed written one. 
Reiner also considers the place of the written text in the medieval yeshiva, before the 
advent of printing. In this setting, students would study a canonical legal text, which would be 
expanded through the oral interpretation of the teacher. Reiner points out that the kind of text 
that was used in this period as the basis of legal rulings was “the text as studied in the yeshiva 
[religious school], not as written by its author” (Reiner 91). This text often included the 
comments of the head of a religious school as they had been copied down by his students in the 
margins of the manuscript page. He explains that 
[w]hen the text was copied later, these comments intruded into the body of the main text, 
where they were absorbed as an integral part. . . . It was the new, complex text that they 
produced, which included parts of the original codex together with the teachings of the 
later authorities, that became authoritative, rather than the original text itself. Despite the 
marked difference between it and the canonical text, it enjoyed canonical status, albeit 
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limited to a particular locality. It functioned in a well-defined geographical region and 
was effective only for a limited period. (91-92) 
The advent of print effectively ended such textual fluidity by producing “a final binding and 
authoritative text” (Reiner 92). In this way, print ultimately increased the status of the written 
text and made standard editions of texts available to a much wider range of readers, a shift 
which, as Reiner discusses, provoked dramatic changes in Ashkenazi intellectual society.21  
Although print now saturates the world in which we read and write, texts that are in the 
process of being composed bear some similarities to these medieval manuscripts. For example, 
the process Reiner describes in some ways mirrors the texts students write for courses, where the 
teacher’s marginal notes often influence the development of the text—and are sometimes 
incorporated verbatim. These comments become an integral part of the text in such a way that an 
outside reader coming to the finished product would likely be unable to distinguish them from 
the student’s “own” writing. Similarly, most readers cannot detect an editor’s suggestions when 
reading the final version of a text unless they can compare it with an earlier draft. As I have 
suggested, increasing students’ awareness of the possibilities of change that exist for unfinished 
texts can be an important part of the work of writing comments and of teaching writing in 
general. 
Many of the traditional Jewish texts that I have considered here—including Midrash, the 
commentaries of Rashi and others, and the Gemara—respond, at least in part, to problems 
presented by the texts to which they respond. The Torah, Mishnah, and Gemara are all difficult 
works that leave out much information that is important in order for readers to understand what 
                                                 
21 Elizabeth Eisenstein has discussed the ways in which the advent of printing both fixed texts by making it easier to 
produce standard editions but also helped to proliferate meaning by making texts available to much larger numbers 
of readers, exposing them to a much greater variety of interpretation. 
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these texts are saying or are asking them to do, and much of the commentary seeks to clarify 
meaning in different ways. In contrast to this centripetal aim, however, these texts often have the 
effect of expanding or multiplying meanings, and they have led to the writing of many volumes 
of interpretation. This tendency also characterizes the next set of texts I examine, marginal 
glosses in medieval and early modern England, although these glosses at times exhibit a much 
more overt desire to wrest control of the text from other groups of readers.  
Virgil scholar Christopher Baswell has used a number of manuscripts to trace three 
different kinds of commentary on Virgil’s Aeneid that appeared in medieval England. The first 
category he calls “pedagogical,” and it includes commentaries that appear on manuscripts for use 
in schools, primarily although not exclusively for instruction in grammar and rhetoric. The aim 
of this kind of commentary was to clarify the text at the literal (as opposed to allegorical) level 
and often to resituate the text to some degree in its original historic and geographic context, all in 
an attempt to make the text more accessible to students less experienced with Latin or classical 
history, geography and mythology. Baswell says that “[t]he major impulses behind these notes 
were lexical and syntactic: they aimed to make the text linguistically comprehensible to readers 
of unsophisticated Latinity” (68). Like some Jewish commentaries, these pedagogical 
commentaries on Virgil often clarified points of difficult vocabulary or, less often, unfamiliar 
points of history or mythology. Baswell argues that this kind of commentary can often have the 
inadvertent effect of narrowing the interpretive choices available to a reader. He provides an 
example of such commentary in his reading of the earliest of three glosses that appear on a 
medieval manuscript of Virgil’s Aeneid: 
At 1.107, in the midst of the tempest scene, Virgil writes “furit aestus harenis” (“surge 
that seethes with sand”). Now the gloss of “aestus” (“fever, seething, tide, anxiety”) is 
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“periculum” (“danger”), which fixes the word in a metaphorical rather than a literal 
sense. Again, at 2.310-11 (“The spacious palace of Deiphobus / has fallen, victim of the 
towering Vulcan”), “Volcano” is glossed not in the mythological but in the metonymic 
sense, with “igne” (“fire”). A double reference is avoided or, at the least, its impact is 
reduced. . . .Such glosses never twist the sense of the text, but they do make choices for 
the reader, providing a single sense where a double reference is possible. (54-55) 
Baswell argues that this particular commentary, which aims to simplify the text for a less learned 
reader, results in a “flattening” of Virgil’s text through its reduction of possible meanings. 
Baswell considers another manuscript of the Aeneid containing several commentaries, of 
which two in particular have a more allegorizing focus than the pedagogical commentaries. He 
looks at interpretations of the text in which Aeneas figures as a kind of Everyman and which 
assert that Aeneas’s experiences can be understood as representing something other than the 
literal meaning of the text—for example, the different ages of man, from birth to death, or from 
immaturity to wisdom. An example of allegorical commentary appears in a well-known 
commentary of uncertain origin but generally associated with the Latin poet Bernard Silvestris. 
The following note appears in response to Aeneid 6.3-4, “tum dente tenaci / ancora fundabat 
navis,” “then the anchors began to secure the ships with their sharp teeth”: 
Tum dente tenaci: since Virgil said that Aeneas and his companions, that is, the spirit and 
the spiritual desires, are opposed to the passion of the flesh and excitement of temporal 
things. And it is most difficult to show how they are able to do this with their ships, but 
Virgil narrates thus: they are able to turn the prows to the beach since “the anchor 
(anchora) holds the ship fast.” We interpret the anchor here to be the same thing as in 
Boethius: “The anchors hold fast” (Consolation, bk. 2, prose 4.9). Indeed, in both works 
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we interpret the anchor as hope. Hope is the expectation of future good and is properly 
designated by the anchor, because, just as that instrument does not allow the ship to drift, 
so hope does not permit desire to vacillate. (Baswell 128-29). 
This mode of reading, in which the commentator seeks metaphorical meanings in the text rather 
than literal ones, is quite different from the pedagogical mode Baswell describes earlier. Baswell 
associates this kind of commentary, to some degree, with a more powerful role for the 
commentator; whereas in pedagogical commentary the commentator’s role was to clarify or 
simplify the literal meaning of Virgil’s text, in allegorical commentary the commentator now has 
access to “hidden” meanings in the text which are not necessarily accessible to the common 
reader and must make those meanings visible, a more co-creative role than that of simple 
“transmission.” 
Baswell then turns to another manuscript whose commentary, identified as the “Norwich 
commentary,” is also allegorical but with Christian social and moral values. For example, this 
note appears in response to Aeneas’s abandonment of Dido: “Note, Aeneas flees Dido at the 
order of Mercury and Jupiter. And mankind does not flee sin at the order of God and the 
preacher” (quoted in Baswell 153). The commentator uses Virgil’s text to make specifically 
Christian points. Baswell explains this process further: 
Juno, nursing her own wounds, mentions Athena’s vengeance on the entire Greek fleet 
for Ajax’s rape of Cassandra (1.41). The commentator explains: “Note that many dies on 
account of one. Note, this is about our first parent and the originators of evil.” Ajax will 
be used for an exemplum describing Adam. More interesting is the allegorization of 
Jupiter’s great prophecy of the Augustan peace and the binding of Furor: “on the binding 
of Satan.” Jupiter himself is Christianized as God the Father and Augustus cast as a 
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Christ figure, bringer of the new dispensation. When Dido prays to Jupiter at her banquet 
to make this a “joyful day” (1.732), the note adds: “In our own language, ‘may God make 
us joyful,’ because all joy is from him.” (155) 
In responses like this one, the Norwich commentator re-purposes the Aeneid to suit his own 
historical and social situation and does not take into account the differences between Virgil’s 
time and his own. Baswell observes that many of this commentator’s notes are pedagogical in 
nature and intend to clarify points made difficult by the historical gap, but that his allegorical 
notes do a very different kind of work: “The Norwich commentator acknowledges Virgilian 
difference in his pedagogical notes, but he also overcomes (or suppresses) it in the interest of 
using Virgilian auctoritas to describe and advance a contemporary social, ethical, and religious 
order” (Baswell 163). 
Similarly, Renaissance Biblical commentators often re-interpreted texts through 
commentary to serve their own ends in an effort to control the meaning. Renaissance scholar 
Evelyn Tribble has studied the ways in which marginal glosses were used in different English 
translations of the Bible, noting the struggles for control of interpretation that were enacted in the 
margins of the printed page. Tribble begins by considering the Glossa ordinaria, which was the 
standard Christian Biblical commentary of the twelfth century. With its almost overpowering 
marginal frame (the commentary fills more space on the page than the primary text), the printed 
page of the Glossa ordinaria bears some physical similarities to a page of the Talmud, and 
Tribble’s description of that page could apply to both texts: 
The text is swallowed up in a sea of commentary both marginal and interlinear. In 
addition, both the text itself and the gloss bristle with abbreviations and symbols. The 
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apparatus is nowhere explained, since the Gloss was standardized; anyone reading it 
would already be trained in its use. This is a page for experts only. (Tribble 12) 
The sixteenth century saw a proliferation of commentaries on the Scriptures, many of them 
written in reaction to commentaries like the Glossa ordinaria. Unlike commentators on the 
Talmud, however, who attempted to clarify their difficult primary text, many Renaissance 
commentators responded to the Glossa ordinaria by rejecting it entirely and writing their own 
commentaries that were meant to take its place. Protestant Reformers such as William Tyndale 
objected to glosses on the grounds that they obfuscate the text and primarily serve the purposes 
of the church authorities who, Reformers argued, wanted to maintain power by convincing 
laypeople that they were not able to read the Bible on their own (Tribble 12-14). In the notes to 
his own translation of the Bible, Tyndale does not allegorize the text as church commentaries 
often do. Instead, he  
draws parallels (or, more often, contrasts) between the biblical text and the present state 
of the church. . . . In his view the scholastics employ “sotle allegories” to obscure the 
Scriptures, while he uses simple language to point out those places where the text cleaves 
to him. (Tribble 17) 
Tyndale objects to allegorical interpretations advanced by the church which bear little 
resemblance to the plain meaning of the text on the grounds that they inappropriately intervene 
between the reader and the meaning of the Scriptures.  
Tyndale advocated a presentation of the Scriptures which would allow readers to produce 
their own interpretations, but this mode of reading made many authorities nervous. As an 
example, the Great Bible of 1539, authorized by Henry VIII, features printer’s hands in the 
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margins of the text to indicate passages for which there is an annotation at the back of the 
volume: 
At those places where a hand appears (and indeed “any other where” in the Bible), the 
reader is enjoined to make no “private interpretacyon thereof.” In essence, a pointing 
hand warns the reader that the passage at hand is church property; that there are “godly” 
or officially sanctioned readings of these texts. Just as the translator can be accused of 
producing his version of the Bible, so is it possible for the reader to produce his own 
solipsistic internal version of the text. The pointing hands, then, signify hands off to the 
reader; interpretation is a privileged enterprise to be conducted by the church. (Tribble 
25) 
Of course, such annotations in no way guaranteed that dissenting readers would not still interpret 
as they wished, but the notes demonstrate the anxiety felt by many at the increased circulation of 
the Bible among readers who previously had not had access to the text itself. Both church and 
political authorities worried about what would happen if individual readers began to disregard 
established interpretations in favor of their own. 
The 1549 revision of the Reformist Matthew’s Bible, which included notes by Edmund 
Becke, illustrates the struggle between Catholic and Protestant readings of the text. For example, 
in response to a verse from Matthew 23 (“And call no man your.b.father upon the earth, for there 
is but one your father, & he is in heaue{n}” [quoted in Tribble 29]), this footnote, which is 
signaled by the “b” in “your father,” appears at the end of the chapter: 
b. Here is the bishoppe of Rome declared a playne Antichriste in that he woulde be called 
the most holye father, and that all Christen me{n} should acknowledge hym for no lesse 
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then their spyrituall father notwithstandinge these playne wordes of Christe call no man 
youre father.” (quoted in Tribble 29-30) 
In this note, we see how the margins of the page became a space in which Catholic and 
Protestant interpreters played out their struggle for control of meaning and of readers. Where the 
Great Bible demonstrates anxiety about the private interpretations of individual readers, this 
annotation illustrates the annotator’s similar anxiety about competing religious institutions. The 
Rheims New Testament, first published in 1582, represented an effort by the Catholic church to 
resist Protestant reforms by issuing their own English translation: 
We haue also set forth reasonable large ANNOTATIONS, thereby to shew the studious 
reader in most places perteining to the controuersies of this time, both the heretical 
corruptions and false deductions, & also the Apostolike traditions, the expositions of the 
holy fathers, the decrees of the Catholike Church and most auncient Cou{n}cels: which 
meanes whosoeuer trusteth not, for the sense of the holy Scriptures, but had rather folow 
his priuate iudgeme{n}t or the arroga{n}t spirit of these Sectaries, he shal worthily 
through his owne wilfulnes be deciued. (quoted in Tribble 45) 
In the preface and annotations, the editors make clear their intentions of, as Tribble says, 
“reappropriating the text” (Tribble 44). 
The proliferation of Biblical commentaries in this period suggests that despite attempts to 
fix the meaning of the text and protect it from the “wrong” readers, the meaning remains fluid 
because another reader can always propose a new interpretation, especially if that reader feels as 
strongly as these did. Here again we see the presence of both centripetal and centrifugal impulses 
in marginal writing. Where one reader may desire to finish or “fix” a text once and for all, 
another reader/annotator can always intervene and insist on further change. Of course every time 
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a new reader comes to a text, that reader to some extent will compose a new meaning or 
interpretation, but the striking thing about written commentary is the way in which it makes that 
new reading visible and can act as a catalyst for other new interpretations.  
In each of the examples I have discussed in this chapter, we see the way in which part of 
the effect of written commentary is to make the work of readers—work which is often ephemeral 
and intangible—part of the physical page of the text. Whether those readers intend to disagree, as 
with Blake’s commentary on Reynolds; to clarify, as with Rashi’s commentary on Jewish texts; 
or to reposition a text, as with Renaissance Biblical commentators, their responses become part 
of the subsequent life of the text as it repeatedly comes into contact with active, living readers 
who will encounter both the text and the commentary. In becoming part of the text, commentary 
can then influence subsequent readers in numerous ways. 
Like other kinds of commentary, teachers’ written comments also make the work of a 
reader part of a text, and they intervene in the reading of the student writers who must interpret 
them. Elchanan Reiner’s discussion of manuscripts in the late medieval yeshiva provides an 
example of readers affecting a primary text by expanding its meaning as comments are folded 
into the primary text itself, and students’ papers often undergo a somewhat similar 
transformation as student revise in response to their teacher’s comments. Jason Snart asks what it 
would mean to imagine Blake’s annotations as “a kind of ‘tearing the book,’ an act that is 
textually and materially intrusive and disruptive”; what if we imagine teacher’s comments in a 
similar way? Students, no doubt, often experience teachers’ comments as intrusive and 
disruptive, and part of the work of those comments lies in their ability to unsettle a text that 
needs to go further in some way. Sometimes teachers are quite specific in their intrusions—for 
example, by asking students to cut half of a text and rewrite it based on what is left. Some 
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teachers instead ask students to rethink a central idea or to rewrite a text from a different 
perspective. Both of these types of request ask students to “unfinish” their work and recompose it 
as something new, and a great part of the value of writing with teachers lies in the teacher’s role 
as reader, which helps the text enter a more fluid state in which all kinds of changes in response 
to a number of influences are possible. 
These kinds of pedagogical interventions raise some of the questions of authority that I 
addressed in the previous chapter. Unlike student texts, the non-pedagogical texts that I examine 
here tend to carry great authority in relation to their commentators. Biblical commentators, for 
example, whether Jewish or Christian, approach the object of their commentary as a text that 
cannot be changed, in part because of the tremendous authority of that text. Their commentaries 
may seek to clarify the text or to challenge others’ interpretations of the text, but they do not seek 
to change the text itself. As another example, Blake’s commentary on Reynolds is somewhat 
different in that Blake does not revere Reynolds’s text in the way that Biblical commentators 
revere the Bible. However, Reynolds was president of the Royal Academy of Arts at the time 
that Blake was a student there, and Reynolds’s Discourses on Art were the work of an 
authoritative figure, even if Blake did not accept that authority upon himself. Reynolds’s 
authority may have partially led Blake to take the stance that he did in writing his annotations, 
challenging Reynolds’s ideas in a direct and hostile manner. 
When a teacher reads a student text, however, the distribution of authority in the 
relationship is very different. Because the teacher has greater knowledge and experience and the 
ability to assign grades, she can affect both the text and its author in ways that the other 
commentators I consider in this chapter could not. In the examples I consider in this chapter the 
text generally has greater authority, but in the situation of a teacher reading a student’s writing, 
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authority tends to lie with the reader. In the previous chapter I argue that a certain kind of 
appropriation is unavoidable in the experience of reading, in which readers “appropriate” texts 
by forming their own interpretations. In a pedagogical situation, the effects of this appropriation 
can be either positive or negative, or even both, depending on the teacher and the situation. I also 
argue that teachers’ authority can be a productive element of teaching because it allows teachers 
to encourage students to try out new ways of writing, reading and thinking. When we view 
student texts in relation to more authoritative texts, however, we see how student writing is more 
vulnerable and open to the influence of the reader. Because of the greater vulnerability of the 
student text, the teacher-reader is in a much more delicate position than the other commentators I 
discuss in this chapter. Her response can push students toward productive changes in both their 
writing and their thinking, but it can also easily overwhelm the text, as many others have 
cautioned. The question the teacher must ask is not a simple one of whether to assert authority or 
restrain it but rather the more nuanced questions of what aspects of a text to focus on, what kind 
of pressure to exert, and how to develop a relationship in which the student has meaningful 
choices available to him. 
When the teacher whose comments I consider above responds to her students’ writing, 
she is asking students to imagine their texts as being different from what they are in some way, 
and this is part of the potential value of response. In another midterm essay from this same 
course, we see the teacher again using her written response as a way to show the student how she 
has read the text and to encourage the student to keep her text and her reading fluid and open to 
change. This essay addresses the topic of the Caribbean landscape in three texts—Wide Sargasso 
Sea, Derek Walcott’s essay “The Antilles: Fragments of Epic Memory,” and Jamaica Kincaid’s 
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A Small Place. Drawing on a passage from Wide Sargasso Sea, the student writes the 
following:22 
During a rum-fueled tête-à-tête, Rochester tells Antoinette, “I feel very much a stranger 
here. I feel that this place is my enemy and on your side,” to which Antoinette responds, 
“You are quite mistaken. It is not for you and not for me. It has nothing to do with either 
of us. That is why you are afraid of it, because it is something else” (Rhys 78). As a 
reader, this conversation reinforces the idea that the landscape is its own character in the 
story. Always looming in the background, foreshadowing, mirroring, symbolizing. There 
is rarely a page that some form of Caribbean botany, scenery, or wildlife is not present. 
[Underlined passage reflects the teacher’s marking.] 
In the margin beside this passage, the teacher has written in response to the underlined section of 
text  
Well put (You might acknowledge that Braithwaite has made this point about Caribbean 
literature more generally—although he denies that WSS/Rhys are Caribbean. Quite 
ironic, eh?) 
This comment does several things. It directs the student reader’s attention outside of her own 
essay to a text that she has not addressed here, showing her another connection that she could 
make to open up her own inquiry into the Caribbean landscape in literature. The comment also 
engages the student in conversation and includes the teacher’s own opinion of Braithwaite’s 
rejection of Wide Sargasso Sea as Caribbean literature. This remark also seems to pick up on a 
prior discussion; the teacher’s suggestion that the student acknowledge Braithwaite’s position 
                                                 
22 The full text of this essay is included as Appendix E. 
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implies that the student is already aware of it. The student does refer to Braithwaite in the 
conclusion of her essay: 
Braithwaite’s explanation of how the Caribbean islands were formed (the space between 
the Andes and the Rockies descended into the ocean at right angles, leaving only 
mountain tops emerged, which then became the Caribbean islands) makes me believe 
there is hope of the Caribbean people looking to a different history. One of the natural 
persuasion, where monumental movements in the earth created a small, unique corner of 
the world. A place where one might have arrived in unspeakable ways, but can now let go 
to live on the pinnacles of these undersea mountains, in unity, claiming this unparalleled 
beauty as their own, and not that of the tourists of the Western world. 
In response, the teacher writes 
This is a very loving and moving conclusion, Cherie. Stay with it; keep working the 
swim-on sentences! There are many insights – too condensed – here. 
The teacher encourages the student to keep working in this direction, opening up her ideas and 
extending the boundaries of her essay as she does so. The teacher’s endnote offers more specific 
suggestions for the student to consider as she does this revising:  
The sensitivity of your argument here is wonderful to see. These texts’ use of landscape 
has clearly caught your imagination. 
Compositionally, though, you need to rework the paper so that you’re not setting it up to 
talk about 3 texts sequentially and just say “each one’s doing something different” 
(though the differences you identify are interesting in themselves.) 
Part of the difficulty is that you’re comparing 2 essays with a novel – and each genre 
makes its “argument” differently. Think about how to deal with that in a revision. [and 
 153 
btw, would reference to Carpentier, and landscape in marvelous realism help – or would 
it be too much to handle?] 
But the main question that you need to get at to deepen your argument is this: Why does 
each text approach landscape so differently? What problems does each thereby formally 
resolve? What problems can it not resolve? What might DW and JK say to each other? 
What aspects of Caribbean landscape does each claim and why? 
(By the way – you don’t comment on the “Sargasso” Sea . . .) 
This paper is good as it stands, but has many untapped riches, as Carpentier might say. 
PS FYI: You might be interested in some paintings I have that set up Che Guevara as 
landscape. As I write, I’m listening to “Verde Luz” – a kind of anthem of Puerto Rican 
independentistas. It talks about “free, your skies; your star, solitary . . . / the green light of 
the mountains and sea” 
The teacher here is clearly supportive of the project the student has defined for herself and of her 
initial efforts to pursue her inquiry. She points out, though, the ways in which the paper is not 
working, and one way that she addresses these problems is by directing attention to the form of 
the paper, which is basically an extended version of a five-paragraph essay in which few 
connections are made between the three “body” sections. She provides the student with questions 
to consider as she tries to relate those paragraphs to one another in revising, offering the student 
ways of seeing connections between different parts of her essay that she is not yet making for 
herself. In the main section of the endnote and in the postscript, the teacher also suggests other 
texts that the student could bring in as she explores her topic, although she also acknowledges 
that some of these references might be beyond the scope of this paper. The teacher indicates the 
flexibility of boundaries when she asks the student if bringing in marvelous realism would be too 
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much for the writer to handle at this stage of the writing process, a question which calls attention 
to the ways in which this text is not “fixed” but can be changed from draft to draft depending on 
what seems necessary and feasible to the writer. One of the most interesting features of this 
endnote is the postscript, in which the teacher describes the music that she is listening to as she 
writes, music which coincidentally intersects with the student’s topic. This gesture illustrates 
another way in which a reader can extend a text beyond the boundaries of the printed page by 
making new connections with the extra-textual world. In this endnote, the teacher-reader makes 
her own response as an active reader visible in her commentary. Taken together, the 
commentaries I examine in this chapter make visible the fact that while a text itself may in some 
sense be static words on the page, it exists in the context of a shifting, dynamic world of 
interpretation and response, in which readers make their own meaning from texts and use them in 
varied and unpredictable ways. I would argue that in her commentary, this teacher attempts to 
show her students how they can take advantage of that context as they revise, and she does this 
by pointing to factors—disciplinary conventions and expectations, other texts, her own reading 
of the primary texts and the students’ writing—that can influence the students as they rewrite 
their essays.  
Composition scholarship tends to characterize student writing as either a product or a 
process, but I would argue that the somewhat unlikely confluence of texts that I assemble in this 
chapter suggests a particular way of imagining the writing process that includes periods of both 
stasis and change, each of which imply different ways of reading for both students and teachers. 
In each example, we see a text that a writer, student or otherwise, has finished and made 
available to the world in some way. (In the case of Biblical commentaries the question of 
authorship is more complicated, but even so, the text has assumed a final form and been widely 
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published.) Commentators respond to these finished texts, opening them up to re-interpretation 
and, in such cases as the composition classroom and the medieval yeshiva, to actually being 
changed. In more centripetal periods, an individual writer moves toward assembling a stable text 
that is “finished,” at least for a time, and may need to shut out or ignore the influence of other 
readers and their interpretations. These moments of stasis are broken up by more centrifugal 
periods of change, in which the writer opens the text to the possibilities of revision, which can be 
motivated by a number of influences, including the response of a teacher-reader. This way of 
thinking about and describing the writing process may help students to take greater advantage of 
the possibilities available to them when they revise in response to a teacher’s comments. Change 
is certainly more difficult and demanding for the writer, but it is also when learning is most 
likely to happen. 
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5.0  WRITTEN RESPONSE AND THE PERSPECTIVES OF READER AND WRITER 
In the previous chapter, I consider the difficulty that a text with comments presents for a student 
reader by challenging her to think of her text in a more fluid way and to imagine it as being 
different from what she has already written. In this chapter, I take up another difficulty, that 
which arises from the differences between the perspectives of teacher and student. To explore 
this difficulty, I begin with a student text with its accompanying written response. This essay, 
which addresses the issue of race in Moby-Dick, was the final paper written in an upper-level 
period course on American Literature up to the Civil War. This particular section of the course 
focused on the idea that during this period, American writers were trying to establish a literature 
that dealt with distinctly American subjects and themes and that could be taken seriously as a 
“national” literature, on equal footing with more established European literary traditions. The 
course featured a demanding list of required readings, including selections from the 
Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, all of the novel Wieland, selections of poetry, and all of 
Moby-Dick. By the time students read Moby-Dick, they would also have read The Narrative of 
the Life of Frederick Douglass, and race would have been readily at hand as a topic of 
discussion. Although I do not know the history of this particular student, it seems likely that she 
was an English major, given the nature of this course and the fact that she took another period 
course from this teacher the following semester. Because she wrote this paper at the end of the 
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semester, she would have been involved for the previous two months in discussions of critical 
reading and writing in this course.  
The major assignments of the course were two exams (a mid-term worth 20% of the final 
grade and a final exam worth 25%) and this final essay, worth 20%. This essay, written in the 
final weeks of the course, was the only piece of writing of substantial length, although students 
were required to write five or so one-page pieces in response to the readings. While this course 
was not designated as writing-intensive, the teacher placed great emphasis on writing, and 
writing was addressed regularly in class, including discussions of students’ short papers, 
sentence-level issues, and the writing strategies employed in the assigned critical readings. 
Despite this attention to writing, though, the writing and revising of longer essays would not 
have been a central activity of the course.  
For this final essay, there was no formal written assignment; the requirements for the 
essay were given in the syllabus. The teacher offered minimal direction, instead allowing 
students great freedom in designing their own projects:  
This assignment is designed to give you an opportunity to make a substantial argument 
based on your own thinking about one or more course readings. Please let me know your 
general direction, either by email or by having a brief conference with me, before you get 
started, and be sure to get explicit approval with me, just to make sure you’re not off on 
the wrong foot. I can also help you formulate a topic if you’re having trouble. You do not 
have to consult secondary (critical) works for this essay, but be sure to cite any works 
you consult that influence your work, including websites. 
Students were required to submit a draft version of the essay for feedback from the teacher prior 
to turning in the final version. The teacher did not offer any other requirements or criteria, which 
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suggests that students were to assume quite a bit of responsibility for the direction of their 
essays.  
This paper is a first draft of the final essay—in her title, the student calls it a “very rough 
draft”—and throughout the text there is evidence of the student’s writing process in the form of 
abrupt breaks in the text, notes, and questions for the teacher. 23 The student attempts to argue 
that in Moby-Dick, Melville takes a stand against racism. One way in which she does this is by 
arguing that that there is no racial tension among the characters in the novel and that characters 
are valued for their abilities rather than judged according to their skin color, as in this paragraph 
on the crew of the Pequod, which appears near the end of the student’s essay: 
By judging someone based on ability instead of race, Melville is creating a new way of 
judging people in society. Melville’s new way of judging society creates a “raceless” 
environment on the ship. Analyzing Moby Dick, the reader cannot find any problems 
among crewmembers due to race. The lack of problems and in fighting suggests that 
Melville’s “raceless” society removes all of the problems associated with race 
differences. By showing how ignoring differences in race eliminates problems in his 
“perfect racial microcosm” of the Pequod, Melville even wrote that “sailors belong to no 
nation in particular” in his work Omoo (Marr 9). Melville is subtly suggesting to the 
reader that all of the racial problems in the world could be gotten rid of by accepting all 
races and judging people based on their ability to contribute to the human community 
rather than their race. (5) 
The student writer also argues that the whale itself, because it is white, symbolizes racism, which 
must be killed. To support her position, she describes the scene in which the harpoon to be used 
                                                 
23 See Appendix F for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
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to kill the whale is cooled in the blood of the harpooners aboard the Pequod, none of whom are 
white, and then interprets the killing of the whale as the “killing” of racism: 
When Ahab and his men finally do encounter Moby Dick, each of the harpooners is able 
to get a harpoon into the whale. Symbolically, each of the minority races is taking part in 
the attempt to destroy racism once and for all. Yet ultimately Ahab must be the one to kill 
the whale using his harpoon because he is white, and a white man must be the one to 
administer the fatal blow ending racism. Since racism and race differences center on the 
superiority of the white man, a member of the “superior” race must ultimately put an end 
to racism. However, Ahab is able to use the strength and traditions – the blood – of the 
minorities to help him (the blood on his harpoon). (6) 
She concludes, however, by arguing “[t]he fact that Moby Dick ultimately succeeds in sinking 
the ship and destroying everyone but Ishmael indicates that a world without racism is not 
possible” (7). 
The student texts I examine in this study present certain challenges for a reader. Because 
of the constraints of my particular study, I was unable to speak with the student writers about 
their work or their interpretation of their teachers’ comments. Further, like many archives of 
student papers, mine is somewhat fragmented, and I do not have a full sequence of papers for 
most of the students who participated in this study. These gaps exist for a number of reasons; the 
teachers who participated were often busy and were sometimes unable to save copies of the texts 
for me, and some students may not have completed assignments or may have withdrawn from 
the courses for which they were writing. For all of these reasons, I do not always know what 
happened after students wrote these particular papers, and I do not know what the teachers 
intended or how the students responded to the comments. As the reader, I must try to imagine 
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how students and teachers might have interpreted one another. To do this I have drawn on my 
experience as both a student and teacher of composition and literature courses and on my 
interpretation of the materials that are available to me. My interpretations almost certainly do not 
reflect the exact experience of the students and teachers involved, but they help me to imagine 
how these comments present both opportunities and challenges for students. 
The teacher responds to this essay on Moby-Dick with short notes in the margins, but the 
bulk of her response consists of a 3 ½-page, single-spaced, endnote (for the full text of both the 
essay and the comments, see Appendix F). Rather than revising in response to these comments, 
however, for reasons unknown to me the student chose to write an entirely different essay on a 
different topic. An easy critique of the teacher’s response might be that it is too much, too 
overwhelming, and that it offers the student no way to retain control of her own project, making 
it difficult for the student to imagine a way of revising her text. Such a critique would be in 
keeping with much of the existing scholarship on commenting, but it would overlook much that 
is valuable about the response that the teacher offers the student. I want to read this response 
differently. Though lengthy, the teacher’s response is rich and thoughtful, and I want to think 
about possible reasons for why it did not achieve what the teacher might have hoped, at least not 
in a way that is visible on the page. This commentary is the written representation of the 
teacher’s reading, but like any text, its meaning is not necessarily transparent, and it requires 
interpretation on the part of the reader, who in this case is the student writer. In my reading of 
this paper with its commentary, I draw on the work of Mariolina Salvatori, who has elaborated a 
particular version of “difficulty” in which difficulty is understood not as something negative to 
be avoided, but rather as a necessary part of the experience of learning that any student must 
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confront and work through.24 Based on the available evidence, I do not know how this student 
read this comment or why she chose not to revise this paper. I want to imagine for a moment, 
however, that part of her choice was determined by a particular kind of difficulty involved in 
reading this comment—difficulty that is an inherent part of written comments that present great 
possibilities for learning by challenging students to think in a different way. 
The first problem the teacher calls attention to in the student’s essay relates to the logic of 
the argument. The teacher points to the way in which, for most of the paper, the student argues 
that Melville presents the Pequod as a space that is free from racial prejudice. She then points to 
the way the student’s interpretation of the Pequod’s destruction undercuts that reading: 
One problem is that the paper seems to work hard to establish that the Pequod is a society 
in which there is no racial prejudice. . . .However, on the last page, the fact that ship [sic] 
sinks is interpreted to mean that there can’t be a “raceless” world—by which I assume 
you mean mainly a world without racial inequality and race-based prejudice. This path 
that the paper takes seems to be self-undermining. 
The problem the teacher identifies is that the end of the essay contradicts its more optimistic 
thesis and the work that most of the essay tries to do.  As an experienced reader who has taken 
many classes in composition and literature over the years and who has taught in both of these 
areas, I can imagine several tasks that this student might undertake in response to this comment. I 
read this endnote as an invitation for the student to think about an aspect of her paper that is 
problematic but that could also lead to richer insights about the novel and to a stronger argument. 
The comment points to two interpretive choices the student has made that seem to conflict. On 
the one hand, that the Pequod is “raceless” and that this quality represents Melville’s opposition 
                                                 
24 For more on difficulty, see Salvatori, “Toward a Hermeneutics of Difficulty,” and Salvatori and Donahue, The 
Elements (and Pleasures) of Difficulty. I also discuss Salvatori’s concept of difficulty in Chapter 3. 
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to racism, and on the other hand that the sinking of the ship means that this racelessness cannot 
exist; the student does not reconcile her pessimistic interpretation of the novel’s ending with the 
optimism of her thesis. One course of action the student might take would be to return to the 
novel and rethink her interpretation. This rereading would likely involve questions of what 
textual evidence exists to support the interpretation and how persuasive that evidence is. Based 
on this rereading, the student might decide to revise her interpretation. If she decides, however, 
that her interpretation is sound and that she still stands behind it, she must address the problem 
that the contradiction in the paper presents by asking what it means that the novel spends many, 
many pages establishing a world that ultimately is not viable. She might then rewrite sections of 
the essay to bring this observation forward, toning down the optimism of much of the paper. 
The path I have outlined here is only one of many possibilities, but any path the student 
took that would lead to a successful revision would likely involve some demanding rereading 
and rewriting. Many literary texts present contradictions, and much interesting interpretation 
results when the reader faces those contradictions squarely and asks questions about what they 
might mean. This kind of reading, however, is not easy. The instruction in literature that students 
receive prior to entering college is likely to be much simpler, such as encouraging them to equate 
a textual feature with a single idea—the white whale equals white racism, for example—and 
students often are not asked to attempt more complicated interpretation until they reach college 
courses like this one. It is possible that the teacher had done some work in this course to teach 
students to interpret such perceived contradictions, but even so, such reading would most likely 
have been relatively new to them. The kind of reading and revision that this comment implies 
could be potentially difficult and unfamiliar to the student.   
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Another difficulty presented by this endnote is that this is not the only problem the 
teacher points out; in fact, the comment turns out to be relatively minor in the larger context of 
the teacher’s response. After making this observation, the teacher goes on to discuss at length the 
historical problems with how the student treats race in her essay, and this discussion fills much 
of the endnote: 
However, the more significant problem is really the way the paper treats race (and it’s 
symptomatic of ways that race often gets discussed in the media—so it’s an 
understandable by-product of living in the world today, even though it’s analytically 
problematic, especially when writing about the 1850s). In the paper as it stands, it seems 
as though race is important only because it’s a factor that causes prejudice and unfairness 
on the part of some people. The main ways that such prejudice and unfairness would be 
expressed, the logic goes, would be white people’s being unwilling to hire or socialize 
with people of other races. This racism is treated in the paper as if it is older—more 
traditional, more long-standing—than attitudes that assume human equality regardless of 
race or other factors. 
What I’ve just described is an understanding of race and racism that would work 
much better for the 1950s (or 1960s) than for the 1850s. (And the racism of the 1950s has 
not gone away for us yet—so I can understand why it’s still on your radar screen.) In the 
1950s, the main public forms of racism that were targeted by the Civil Rights movement 
and similar reforms involved discrimination in employment, public segregation, and 
forms of social segregation that were related to public segregation. In other words, the 
marks of white racism mainly involved white people’s wanting black people out of 
“their” spaces except in certain well-defined servant capacities. The laws supporting 
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racial segregation that the Civil Rights movement tackled were mainly passed in the 
1890s. (This is often a surprise to people: several decades AFTER slavery ended, as part 
of a backlash resulting from the end to Reconstruction in the South, states passed Jim 
Crow laws and segregation became much more pronounced than ever before.) . . . . 
SO: your paper as it stands suggests that white people on the Pequod do not 
practice the forms of segregation and discrimination that became the hallmark of the first 
half of the 20th century. As you can imagine, though, that’s a curious way to investigate 
this text of the 1850s. . . . 
The task for your essay, then, is to figure out a way to frame an inquiry about race 
that is appropriate to the 1850s and—even more importantly—appropriate to the world of 
this text. 
In explaining her reading of the student’s paper, the teacher outlines two frameworks that are 
based on different understandings of racial relations, the one that the student has used and one 
that is more historically appropriate for the novel. In the student’s reading of the novel, racial 
prejudice is signaled by a desire for separation between people of different skin color and a 
tendency for people to judge one another based on skin color rather than on other intangible 
qualities. The framework the teacher proposes instead involves more complex understandings of 
what race might mean for Melville and for the novel, and she encourages the student to consider 
other distinctions besides “black” and “white.” She explains this framework further on in the 
endnote: 
The interracial links you posit, especially Queequeg’s with Ishmael, do seem important to 
explore, but not because the Pequod is completely race-blind; as I noted in a margin, 
chapter 40 (around p. 150) involves racial slurs and violence. But if the big gulf between 
 165 
Ishmael and Queequeg is not between white and black or dark but between civilized and 
barbaric, Western and nonwestern, Christian and non-Christian, then the interracial 
dimension of their friendship might not be the most important way to name it. 
“Whiteness” may be associated with Anglo-American or Euro-American beliefs in the 
cultural superiority of Western Christian cultures, and internal “minorities” (again, a 20th-
century cultural term) may not be as important as the “Others” represented by Africa, 
Asia, and other lands that Westerners tended to write off as uncivilized.  (I’m invoking 
the “Other” here, but let me suggest that if you use the term, you need to be careful to 
explain what you mean by it—it is often used but can take on different forms of 
significance.) 
The teacher’s way of reading, which is sensitive to historical difference, allows her to identify 
and foreground a key problem with the student’s interpretation. The teacher offers the student a 
way of understanding the source of the problem by suggesting that the student is basing the 
concept of race that she uses to interpret the novel on familiar notions that are part of her own 
historical moment rather than that of Moby-Dick. In doing so, the teacher explicitly calls the 
student’s attention to the differences between her moment and that of the novel. The ability to 
make this kind of distinction between historical and social contexts is essential if the student is to 
write a successful essay about a historically distant novel and the social issues with which it is 
enmeshed. The teacher’s interpretation of the source of the problem—that the student is applying 
a notion of race more appropriate to her own time—is quite plausible, but even if the teacher is 
incorrect in her assessment of what has caused the student to read and write in this way, the 
student’s text itself does exhibit the problems that the teacher describes, and the student would 
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need to address them in order to produce an essay that would be persuasive in the context of 
many upper-level literature courses. 
One reason I am drawn to this paper is that the endnote, for all the difficulties it presents, 
is in many ways an example of experienced, committed teaching, and it offers great insight into 
how this teacher reads this student’s writing.  Again, as both a teacher and long-time student of 
reading and writing, I read this comment as an invitation for the student to learn something about 
the differences between perceptions of race at different historical moments and to use what she 
has learned to write an essay that takes a more sophisticated account of these differences. We can 
see how the teacher’s perspective—her knowledge, experience, and the ways of reading and 
writing that she wants to teach in this course—shapes her reading of the student’s text. Her 
familiarity with the novel and its historical moment allow her to recognize the ways in which the 
student is applying a historically inappropriate notion of race and to describe the paper in those 
terms. This response makes sense for a course that addresses the relationship between literature 
and its historical context, and if the ways of thinking that the teacher presents for the student are 
difficult and complicated, they are also important and potentially extremely valuable if the 
student can find a way to incorporate them into her own reading and writing.  
However, as I have suggested, the teacher’s interpretation of the student’s essay is not the 
only act of reading in this situation; the student must read and interpret the teacher’s response. 
Although reader-response theory focuses primarily on literary texts rather than the texts of 
teacher and students, this approach to reading can provide insights into the texts I am 
examining—and the difficulties they might present to students—because of the way in which 
these theorists consider meaning to be the product of the interaction of reader and text.  As part 
of her transactional theory of reading, Louise Rosenblatt conceives of the reader as an active 
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participant in the process of making meaning from texts. Readers, she argues, do not simply 
absorb information; nor do they wholly impose themselves on the text. Rather, they participate in 
a complex transaction that includes the reader, the text, the author, and many other aspects of the 
particular reading event. Reading, for Rosenblatt, is the product of a specific reader in a specific 
situation: 
The reading of a text is an event occurring at a particular time in a particular environment 
at a particular moment in the life history of the reader. The transaction will involve not 
only the past experience but also the present state and present interests or preoccupations 
of the reader. This suggests the possibility that printed marks on a page may even become 
different linguistic symbols by virtue of transactions with different readers. (Rosenblatt 
20) 
Based on this understanding of reading, the meaning that arises from the encounter between text 
and reader differs depending on who the reader is, what she knows, and what she expects from 
the experience. While I do not know how the student interpreted this endnote, her interpretation 
was very likely different from the teacher’s or my own. The elements that Rosenblatt names as 
factors in determining the outcome of a reading event would most likely be quite different for an 
experienced, tenured professor and an undergraduate student in her course.25  
The teacher’s articulation of the work that lies before the student provides an example of 
a possible point of difference. Looking back at the endnote, the teacher describes the student’s 
task as being “to figure out a way to frame an inquiry about race that is appropriate to the 1850s 
and . . . to the world of this text.” “To frame an inquiry” is language that would be relatively 
                                                 
25 For further discussion of the reader’s role in interpretation, see Iser, Rosenblatt (1938; 1978; 2005), and Salvatori 
(1983; 1986; 1996), among others. 
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common in the sphere of literary criticism and study, but an undergraduate student, as a 
relatively new participant in this sphere, may not understand what that language signifies and 
what kind of work it implies. The teacher’s request that the student reframe her argument 
suggests a course of action something like the following: The student would need to somehow, 
either through talking with the teacher or doing her own research, become more familiar with the 
ways in which race was thought about and talked about during the period when the novel was 
written, and to think about how those ways of thinking and talking are different from her own. 
She would then need to return to the novel and re-evaluate the evidence there, deciding what she 
thinks the novel has to say about race now that “race” means something different than what she 
had previously thought. She would then need to revise both her argument and her essay 
substantially in order to reflect this new understanding. This work would require the student to 
put forth a great deal of effort, both in terms of shifting her own interpretation to accommodate a 
new way of thinking and in terms of the time it could potentially take to apply this new way of 
thinking to a novel of this length and to produce what would in some ways be a new essay. 
While it is possible that the student might have enough experience with literature courses that the 
invitation to re-frame her inquiry would signal to her the kind of work that I have described, it is 
likely that she would be uncertain about what she was being asked to do and daunted by the work 
of making such sweeping changes.  
Another paper by this student from earlier in the course provides further insight into why 
this kind of response might be difficult for students to interpret or respond to. In this one-page 
essay, the student compares moments from Moby-Dick and Hawthorne’s short story “Young 
Goodman Brown” in which a character is invited to participate in non-Christian religious 
practices and must decide what to do. The student points out similarities and differences between 
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the scenes, but she ultimately refrains from drawing conclusions about their significance, 
suggesting simply that the scenes “represent the changes taking place in the religious arena 
during the early 1800s and illustrate the spiritual difficulty of deciding which worship practices 
were acceptable for Christians and which ones were not.”26 The teacher is somewhat unsatisfied 
with the student’s reading of these passages and responds as follows (this is the full text of the 
endnote): 
It’s really important to discuss whether works of literature securely presume that 
Christianity is their truth or whether they engage Christianity (as the dominant religion in 
the US at the time) without being totally ‘inside’ it. Are there ways in which Moby-Dick 
stages questions about Christianity as well as within Christianity? What questions could 
you bring to a text’s treatment of Christianity to establish what place Christianity has in 
its world? 
In this endnote, the teacher encourages the student to think further about the scenes she has 
chosen in relation to the larger idea she uses to frame them, religion. While the student notes that 
religion is an important element of both scenes, she does not ask the more subtle question that 
the teacher presents, the question of how these texts might have different relationships to this 
theme. The teacher is asking the student to do a more critical kind of reading by not assuming 
that both of these literary texts accept the truth of Christianity and are simply engaged in a 
process of deciding what practices are in agreement with that position. Instead, the teacher wants 
the student to take a step back and question the position the texts take in relation to Christianity 
in the first place. This way of reading can potentially help the student to see aspects of these texts 
that she may initially have overlooked or misunderstood. However, the endnote asks the student 
                                                 
26 See Appendix G for the full text of the essay. 
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to rethink assumptions she has made about these texts, and this kind of rethinking challenges the 
student to do the difficult work of returning to the texts to look for details she may have 
previously overlooked that might help her to decide how the texts are positioned in relation to 
Christianity.  This way of reading would be quite familiar to the teacher, but it would likely be 
both less comfortable and less obvious for the student, which could cause her to interpret the 
teacher’s response differently from the teacher herself. 
I would argue that the differences between the perspectives of student and teacher 
constitute one of the central difficulties students face when they confront their teachers’ written 
responses. Wolfgang Iser offers a way to explore those differences further by calling attention to 
the way in which all relationships between individuals involve a gap that arises from the fact that 
no one can ever experience another’s experience. As I read Iser, his theory of reading extends 
Rosenblatt’s by taking into account not only the situation of the interpreter but also the 
relationships between participants in an interpretive encounter, such as a reader and a text.  
“Contact” in interpersonal relations, he argues, “depends on our continually filling in a central 
gap in our experience” (Iser 165). Because pure, unmediated perception of another is impossible, 
this process of filling in the gap (Iser also calls it a “blank”) between participants requires 
interpretation, the act of processing our perceptions of the other so that they make sense to us.27 
Iser refers to the “fundamental asymmetry” of interaction—a situation in which the two 
participants are inherently different—that exists both between speakers in a conversation and 
between a reader and a text. This asymmetry creates a gap in understanding between the 
participants in the transaction, which motivates the active participants—the speakers in the case 
                                                 
27 To clarify, Iser also at times uses the term “gap” to refer to an aspect of the text itself that the reader must 
somehow fill in rather than to a gap in understanding between text and reader. The latter meaning is the one that I 
am using here. (For a discussion of the function of gaps in texts, see Iser, “The Reading Process: A 
Phenomenological Approach.”) 
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of conversation and the reader in the case of a reader and a text—to try to fill it. In either 
situation, the gap cannot truly be “filled” because we cannot completely share the experience of 
the other speaker or of the author of the text; instead, we engage in interpretation and, in the 
process, produce new meaning that is influenced by both participants but is identical to neither. 
Despite the fact that perfect, unmediated communication is impossible, however, Iser argues that 
interactions can be more or less successful, depending on the participants: 
The interaction fails if the mutual projections of the social partners do not change, or if 
the reader’s projections superimpose themselves unimpeded upon the text. Failure, then 
means filling the blank [or gap] exclusively with one’s own projections. Now as the 
blank gives rise to the reader’s projections, but the text itself cannot change, it follows 
that a successful relationship between text and reader can only come about through 
changes in the reader’s projections. (Iser 167) 
I would argue that the activities that students and teachers engage in—namely reading, 
commenting and revising—function as a means of “filling in the gap” between the text and the 
reader and between the teacher and the student. However, the interaction may be a failure if the 
participants are not able to adjust their perceptions in response to one another. The changes or 
adjustments Iser refers to are one way to describe what we might call “learning.” Readers’ 
comments on a writer’s text often require that the writer learn something new or entertain a new 
way of thinking in order to understand them, either about the text itself, the subject matter that 
the text takes up, or both. (This is true, I would argue, for many kinds of readers and writers, 
even those whose perspectives are not as different as those of a tenured professor and an 
undergraduate student.) In order to understand her teacher’s endnote, the writer of the Moby-
Dick paper must grasp the differences between her own framework and the one the teacher has 
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outlined, which is most likely new information for her. This change in itself carries with it a 
certain degree of difficulty. The student would also have to learn a new way of looking at her 
own essay, one in which she does not take her own ideas about race for granted but understands 
them as being embedded in a particular historical and social context.28 
The situation of student writing is interesting because it involves qualities of both kinds 
of interactions that Iser describes; it involves readers and texts, but like two people conversing, 
the teacher and the student writer can both change as a result of their interactions. Although 
students usually have the option of speaking to teachers in person once they receive comments, 
the commenting process is not exactly a conversation. It is an exchange of sorts—a series of 
interpretive acts in which the student writes a paper, the teacher reads the paper and writes 
comments, the student reads those comments and revises in response—but at the moment that 
the student confronts the written comments, the teacher is often not immediately available for 
discussion and questioning. For numerous reasons, many students choose not to seek further 
explanation from their teachers and attempt to interpret the written comments on their own. The 
ways in which the process of commenting and revising are not a conversation constitute another 
element of difficulty in the process; written comments are a necessarily limited representation of 
the teacher’s reading, and the inability to speak back to those comments means that the student 
may fill in areas of confusion and uncertainty by guessing rather than by pursuing further 
explanation. 
                                                 
28 Although I rely on Rosenblatt, Iser, and later Mary Louise Pratt in this chapter for possible explanations of how 
individual readers’ different perspectives can lead them to respond to texts in different ways, I am also indebted to 
the theory of understanding that Hans-Georg Gadamer presents in Truth and Method. Although Gadamer’s theory 
does not address the issues of difference and miscommunication that I take up in this chapter, his metaphor of 
“horizons” as a way of conceptualizing differences among readers initially helped me to imagine the way in which 
readers bring different experiences and frameworks to the interpretive work that they do with texts. 
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 In my next set of examples, a series of papers written for a first-year composition course, 
we see another instance of thoughtful commentary that was written by a committed teacher but 
that seems to have presented difficulties for its student reader. I will be considering five student 
texts written by a single student from the first half of the course: a two-page reading-response 
and two longer essays with their subsequent revisions. These papers show the way in which, over 
the course of half a semester, the student responds to the teacher in sometimes unpredictable 
ways that do not necessarily seem to be the product of having read and understood the teacher’s 
comments. The first piece is a short response written on James Baldwin’s essay “Notes of a 
Native Son.” The assignment asked the student to “underline or highlight passages in which you 
sense a tension within Baldwin’s writing” and then to choose one of those passages to discuss in 
a response paper. The teacher provides these questions in the prompt: “What are the opposing 
ideas in the passage you have selected? Why, to paraphrase Baldwin, hold in mind these two 
ideas? Why might it be useful or valuable to do so? That is, why not resolve the contradiction by 
choosing one side or the other?”  
The language of this assignment reflects an interest in tension, contradiction and 
complexity that is one of the hallmarks of this course, which leads students through an 
exploration of the literary essay. Variations of this staff syllabus were used in this department by 
approximately 25 instructors per semester for several years, and other documents help to provide 
a sense of the values of this course. The course description of another version of this syllabus 
also foregrounds contradiction and complexity: “If, as F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote, ‘the test of a 
first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time,’ then 
the essay is also a place where complex, rather than closed or systematic thinking is 
encouraged.” This passage from Fitzgerald echoes the language of “opposing ideas” that we see 
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in the assignment on Baldwin. In the following section from an assignment later in the course, 
we again see this interest in tension and contradiction: 
As you prepare to write, think of a story or series of related stories that provide rich 
occasions for reading.  You may find that you do not yet know how these individual 
moments come together, precisely what they mean.  But rather than providing easy 
answers, think about how you can surround your subject, come at it from a number of 
angles, zero in.  Consider the tensions and contradictions in your own experiences and in 
the culture or community in which you live, the sphinx to which you, as a writer, feel 
compelled to respond. 
In a way, this excerpt acknowledges the difficulty of what students are being asked to do when it 
cautions them against “providing easy answers.” The work of focusing on contradictions without 
necessarily resolving them is difficult because it requires the reader/writer to live with some 
uncertainty and potentially some confusion, a position that can be more uncomfortable than 
settling on a single, certain answer or meaning. Students in this course would have had to come 
to terms with this way of thinking in order to write in the way that the assignments demand. 
In her short piece, the student chooses for her discussion a passage on injustice that 
appears near the end of Baldwin’s essay: 
The first idea was acceptance, the acceptance, totally without rancor, of life as it is, and 
men as they are: in the light of this idea, it goes without saying that injustice is a 
commonplace. But this did not mean that one could be complacent, for the second idea 
was of equal power: that one must never, in one’s own life, accept these injustices as 
commonplace but must fight them with all one’s strength. (Baldwin 238) 
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The student addresses Baldwin’s passage most directly in these paragraphs from her response:29 
In the contradiction, Baldwin talks about how one can accept life as it is without 
resentment, or fight for equality with all of ones strength. He did not seem to want to pick 
either way of life. If he accepts all the injustices he had, just because he was black, his 
life would be nothing but regret. On the other hand, if he fought for his equality, he 
would probably end up dead. He did not feel that there was a solution for his problems. 
Either way he looked at it, they seemed to have both pros and cons. 
If I were Baldwin, I feel it would be most beneficial to pick the first part of the 
contradiction. If Baldwin would live by the rules that were given to him, he would rarely 
encounter problems. I know avoiding the problem is not always the solution, but life is a 
precious thing. After all, life is not always fair. 
In her reading of the student’s text as we see it represented by her comments, the teacher pays 
particular attention to the student’s decision to choose one side of the contradiction Baldwin 
presents. When the student writes, “In the contradiction, Baldwin talks about how one can accept 
life as it is without resentment, or fight for equality with all of ones strength,” the teacher 
responds in the margin, “does Baldwin set up an either/or?” Although the student acknowledges 
that Baldwin does not “seem to want to pick either way of life,” the teacher understands the 
student to be interpreting Baldwin as offering a choice between two positions. I read the teacher 
as wanting the student to notice how Baldwin’s text presents two contradictory ideas that must 
nevertheless be held in tension at the same time, and she wants the student to resist the urge to 
choose one. Here we see the teacher pointing to a difference between her own thinking and the 
student’s. From the perspective of the student’s text, tension is something to be resolved; for the 
                                                 
29 See Appendix H for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
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teacher and for Baldwin, tension must be maintained. The student then goes on to state which of 
Baldwin’s options she would choose, saying that she would “pick the first part of the 
contradiction.” In her marginal note, the teacher pushes against this assertion, saying “you would 
accept racism? accept second-class citizenship?” In her endnote, the teacher offers a more full 
articulation of the question she asked in her marginal notes: 
At the end here, you try to resolve Baldwin’s conflict – but I think you need to ask, more 
carefully, why not resolve – why does he make this choice? Are you honestly suggesting 
people accept injustice and “live by the rules”? How does the truism “Life is not always 
fair” serve to close down questioning, inquiry; how does it offer an easy answer? 
I would argue that the teacher’s mode of reading, which emphasizes questioning, contradiction 
and tension, allows her to foreground the way in which the student seems to be overlooking a 
key element of Baldwin’s passage: his growing belief that these ideas are equally important and 
that one must not be chosen at the expense of the other. This response reveals the way in which 
the teacher reads the student’s text from the perspective suggested in the course materials 
discussed above, a perspective in which complexity and contradiction are to be valued and 
explored rather than erased. Viewing the student’s text through this lens, the teacher focuses on 
the way in which the student has responded to a moment of great tension and complexity, a key 
moment in Baldwin’s text, by trying to resolve the contradiction she sees. Rather than taking up 
Baldwin’s challenge to hold two opposing positions in tension, the student responds by choosing 
one side; the teacher observes this choice and presses the student in her questions to resist the 
urge to eliminate tension and to think about what might be gained through this resistance, a mode 
of reading that would be more in keeping with Baldwin’s text.  
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In looking at the teacher’s comments alongside the student’s essay, we see a version of 
Iser’s fundamental asymmetry in the difference between how these two participants each relate 
to contradiction, and this asymmetry could potentially be a source of difficulty for the student as 
she reads what her teacher has written. Because this text was not revised, I do not know how the 
student responded to the comments, but I would imagine that for many reasons, it might not be 
immediately clear to many first-year students why questioning and inquiry are valuable, or why 
one might not want to accept an easy answer. For example, if a student has been taught to write 
in a style that requires her to choose and defend a single position, she may not understand why it 
can also be valuable to explore a number of positions in a piece of writing and to acknowledge 
that more than one position can have legitimate merit, or that seemingly oppositional positions 
can be equally valid. Because this essay was the first assignment in the syllabus, the student 
would not yet have been exposed in this particular course to the mode of thinking and 
questioning that confronts her in the assignment and in teacher’s response, and the newness of 
the approach could also have contributed to the potential difficulty of understanding these 
comments.  
It is interesting to note that when the student reproduces Baldwin’s passage at the top of 
her short essay, she omits the sentence that precedes the passage in Baldwin’s original text: “It 
began to seem that one would have to hold in the mind forever two ideas which seemed to be in 
opposition.” In omitting this sentence from both her quotation and her reading, the student omits 
the evidence in Baldwin’s text that it may not be possible or desirable to choose between the 
positions that he outlines. One possible response to the student’s essay would be to direct her 
attention to this sentence and to ask her what she makes of Baldwin’s suggestion that these ideas 
might have to be forever held in tension with one another, as well as what she makes of 
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Baldwin’s implication that the two positions might not be as contradictory as they initially 
appear (“two ideas which seemed to be in opposition”). Such an approach might offer the student 
a concrete, text-based entrance into the complex way of thinking and reading that the teacher 
seems to desire. 
The next piece in this portfolio was the second assignment for the course, a longer essay 
in which students were asked to write their own “Notes of a Native Son/Daughter.” In this essay, 
the student writes about her experience of being a diagnosed claustrophobic and her efforts to 
overcome the disorder. The essay is composed largely as a series of sketches from childhood 
which illustrate her experience, such as this one:30 
It was pretty early in the morning, and my mother was taking me to look for seashells on 
the shoreline. I was so excited to go out on the beach. We ran to the elevator and jumped 
in. On our way down a siren and voice started to go off in the elevator stating, “The 
elevator is currently stuck, please remain calm and we will get you out as soon as 
possible.” I was terrified. I started screaming and yelling. It was only fifteen minutes 
before we got out, but I knew I would never get over this distressing experience. I told 
my mother I never wanted to be in an enclosed space ever again. She told me everything 
would be alright, but I knew differently. 
After moving through a number of these stories, the student concludes by saying that she has 
overcome her disorder, although she does not say how, and she says that she would not change 
her experience because it has made her the person she has become. The teacher’s response is 
similar to that in the previous example in that she foregrounds issues of conflict and 
                                                 
30 See Appendix I for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
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contradiction and asks the student to focus on these aspects of her text rather than moving away 
from them. This is the full text of the endnote: 
In your reflection, you point to such an interesting conflict in your essay: the 
stories you tell about your claustrophobia convey difficulty, embarrassment, and yet you 
“would not change your disorder.” As a reader, I notice how at the close of each small 
story, either you or your family hopes that this will be the last time, that you will be 
“cured.” You do really nice work telling individual stories, crafting moments in which 
you were caught, trapped. I am struck by the line that opens paragraph 2, in which you 
tell us you began to use your imagination. As the essay continues, it seems a story of 
mind over matter, as if you must simply imagine your way out of (“conquer”) having 
claustrophobia. 
As a reader, I wonder about your own and your family’s attitude toward 
claustrophobia. You call it a “disorder” throughout the essay and at several points talk 
about “getting over it.” What does it mean to have a disorder? At times, you seem to see 
it as a medical condition, while at others as something you can just will away. Your 
family, on the other hand, seems to take the latter view. I wonder how you think about 
this. These are interesting tensions worth exploring more fully. I’d also encourage you to 
explore the contradiction you noticed in your own work by writing more about how 
claustrophobia has shaped you—how does it make you see the world differently than 
others? 
As I said above, you write richly detailed stories—the writing is specific and I as 
a reader I am able to experience these moments with you. Notice how your introduction 
and conclusion [sic]: the introduction seems a kind of pre-writing to get you into the 
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essay; the conclusion makes quick work of some very interesting ideas, hence the 
contradiction you notice. How can you write with as much detail and specificity here, 
when talking about your ideas, as you do when telling stories? 
I would argue that, as with the previous essay, the teacher’s valuing of contradiction allows her 
to make observations about this text that could lead the student to develop a more interesting 
piece of writing. For example, as the teacher indicates, the student glides over the question of 
whether claustrophobia is a medical condition (and what that would mean) or something that the 
student can choose to overcome if she is strong enough (her essay seems to suggest the latter). 
By exploring this conflict more explicitly in her writing, the student could convey some of the 
complexity of claustrophobia to readers who do not share this experience. The teacher’s question 
of how claustrophobia has shaped the way the student sees the world also points to such a 
revision. The student herself gestures toward this contradiction to some degree in the final 
paragraph of her draft: 
This disorder is not an easy obstacle to overcome. It is, without a doubt, a life changing 
experience. Although it was tough to get through, I would not change my disorder. It has 
definitely made me a stronger person. It is something that affected my life everyday for a 
long time. I am proud to say that I am one of the few that have conquered my fear. 
Again, the teacher’s tendency to value contradiction and to gravitate toward moments where she 
feels that a complex situation has been oversimplified allows her to point to a place in the text 
that could be revised into something much more interesting. The teacher notes the lack of detail 
in this ending, in which the student asserts that she has conquered her fear of enclosed spaces and 
that the victory has made her stronger without explaining what was involved with either of those 
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changes. Such explanation could open this ending up into a piece of writing that would provide 
readers with much greater insight into the experience of someone with this condition. 
 However, as with the previous example, this commentary also presents the student with a 
potentially difficult task. The narrative of an individual overcoming troubles through will and 
determination is commonplace—we see it everywhere in movies, television, print media, etc—
and it may be difficult for the student to imagine other ways of telling her story. In some ways, 
the teacher is asking the student to write an essay that is similar to Baldwin’s, and the student’s 
response to Baldwin suggests that she is not entirely comfortable with a narrative that explores 
conflict rather than resolving it. This perspective, quite different from that of the teacher, may 
have made it difficult for the student to do what the teacher asked. This was the second 
assignment for the course—it would have been written two weeks into the term—and while the 
teacher’s response shares the same values as her response to the student’s paper on Baldwin, the 
student would still not have had much time to be exposed to this way of writing and thinking. In 
addition, there is the difficulty involved with writing about experiences that have at times been 
quite painful for the writer. The student may have a great personal stake in believing the story 
that she has told—that she has conquered her fear—and she may be very reluctant to trouble that 
narrative of success. 
In the revised version of this essay, the primary changes appear in the first and last 
paragraphs. After writing the first draft, students had read T.S. Eliot’s “Tradition and the 
Individual Talent,” and for this revision they were asked to consider what traditions had shaped 
their own lives, along with the teacher’s comments on the first draft. In response to the first draft, 
the teacher had suggested that the student cut the first paragraph and begin with the second (see 
Appendix I). Rather than cut this paragraph, however, in her second draft the student chooses to 
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rewrite it, replacing a brief description of her hometown and the activities she enjoys with a 
reference to Halloween, which she says brings back terrible memories. What these memories are 
and how they relate to Halloween, though, is not yet clear. The connection becomes somewhat 
more obvious in the revision of a paragraph near the end of the essay:31 
Most claustrophobics never fully recover from their experiences. At some point in 
their life, they are likely to have a panic attack or become scared in a crowded or closed 
space. I can say that I truly feel good about attempting new situations. For example, 
Halloween is on its way. As I was growing up, this was never a good time for me. I was 
never really able to experience the traditions of going in haunted houses and costume 
parties. Watching my friends do these things really hurt me; I wanted to do the things 
they were able to do. It looked like so much fun. The haunted houses were just too small 
and dark for me to even step foot in. My family always told me never to give up, and I 
didn’t. About three years ago, I went with my friends to my first haunted house. I held 
my boyfriend’s hand the entire way through. It was a very big step for me. I couldn’t 
believe I actually did it. 
The student has made only minor changes to her essay, and her understanding of “tradition” is 
not the same as Eliot’s. Instead of examining the contradictions of her first draft, she has written 
another version of a triumph narrative, a story of conquering fear. The teacher’s response is 
short:  
Except for the brief references to Halloween at the start and of your essay [sic], the essay 
remains much the same. You seem to have disregarded the assignment and the task of 
examining the traditions that have shaped your life, and in particular, your experience of 
                                                 
31 See Appendix J for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
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claustrophobia. Thus, while you tell the story of your experience, there is very little 
reflection or thinking about that experience. If you like, you may attempt the revision 
again. Let’s talk about this in conference. 
This endnote, written at the midpoint of the course, reflects the gap between teacher and student 
that remains after this initial sequence of assignments. The student’s revisions are minimal and 
do not suggest that she has attempted to change her approach in the way that the teacher has 
asked for. As I have suggested, the strategy of drawing contradictions out into the open rather 
than glossing over them or resolving them quickly can be difficult to understand and enact, and 
even if this idea had been part of the class readings and discussions (which it most likely was), 
the student may have needed more support in working out what this means for her own writing. 
It is possible that the student, failing to understand both the teacher and the assignment, 
genuinely thought she had done what she was asked to do. The student may have “disregarded 
the assignment,” but I can also imagine her being unpleasantly surprised and frustrated to find 
out that the teacher saw “very little reflection or thinking” in this revision, as the teacher says in 
her comments. 
This course was composed of carefully sequenced assignments organized around 
readings from Joyce Carol Oates’s volume The Best American Essays of the Century, and in a 
later assignment written at the mid-point of the course which asked students to compile their own 
mini-anthology of best essays and write an introduction explaining their choices, the student had 
the opportunity to reflect back on her “Notes of a Native Daughter.” Her primary criterion for the 
essays she includes in her mini-anthology is that they have to provoke some kind of emotional 
reaction or discomfort, and she feels that her own essay does not do this. The student contrasts 
her work with two essays in Oates’s anthology that she found especially powerful, Adrienne 
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Rich’s “Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying” and Gerald Early’s “Life with Daughters: 
Watching the Miss America Pageant.” This passage is from the introduction the student wrote to 
her own “mini-anthology”:32 
The last essay I picked to put in my mini-anthology is Notes of a Native 
Daughter. Oates would never pick my essay to be put into The Best American Essays of 
the Century. This is because it does not fit into her criteria. My essay is dull. It does not 
make one feel uncomfortable. I needed to include interesting facts and twists, not just 
experiences or stories. My essay has a lot of personal information, but no emotion. 
Unlike Rich, I am not provocative nor am I informative with my writing. My passage is 
just a story, and nothing more than that. It does not give any opinions or facts. 
In my essay, I state, “Today, I still get nervous to get in an elevator alone or go in 
a place with too many people.” I realize not many people know how claustrophobes feel, 
and why this quote would not make other readers feel uncomfortable. Realizing my 
mistakes in my essay, I now want to include something that would make a reader 
reposition in their seat, or have to reread a statement. I want my essay to be entertaining. 
I chose this essay instead of all the others because I noticed my mistakes in this 
particular passage the most, as I explained above. It was not that I thought my essay 
would fit Oates criteria, but that it did not fit at all. In fact, comparing my essay to the 
others showed me my mistakes and how I can fix them. It was more of a learning 
experience than anything else. For example, instead of talking about my Halloween 
traditions in my essay Notes of a Native Daughter, I could talk about how my disorder 
was not discussed with my family. I would state, “When I got diagnosed with 
                                                 
32 See Appendix K for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
 185 
claustrophobia, my family never seemed to bring up the fact that I was special, that I 
needed help. As an alternative, they would just anticipate I would get over it. They did 
not want my disorder to be an issue any longer. 
In this retrospective reflection, the student now critiques her own essay, but it is interesting to 
note that the terms she uses for her critique are different than what the teacher’s have been. In 
her initial endnote to the student’s original “Notes of a Native Daughter,” the teacher asked the 
student to focus more on the “contradictions” in her essay, and this was the key term for what the 
teacher was asking the student to do. The student uses different language here, describing her 
essay instead as failing to be interesting or provocative: “My essay is dull. It does not make one 
feel uncomfortable.” From the student’s perspective, the problem with her essay is that it does 
not adequately convey the discomfort of having claustrophobia, which makes it “dull.” The 
critique of dullness does not appear in the teacher’s response at all; in fact, the teacher had 
previously praised the student’s use of detailed examples in her original essay on claustrophobia. 
The student, however, has decided that, based on her reading of others’ essays, she wants to 
work on making her writing more “entertaining.” In turning against her own essay in this way, 
the student fails to recognize what she has done well—for example, the vivid anecdotes that the 
teacher praised.  
The concerns of teacher and student are still different, but they do begin to overlap in 
certain ways. The moments the teacher asks the student to examine in revising her earlier essay 
are moments of difficulty and discomfort, and even if the teacher does not seem concerned that 
the essay be more “entertaining” or “provocative,” as the student herself says she wants it to be, 
the two readers are now gravitating toward more similar aspects of the text. This interest leads 
the student to wonder how she might write differently about her family and how they handled her 
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claustrophobia rather than adding examples which illustrate the disorder. Focusing on the tension 
between her family wanting the problem to go away and the student needing help is one way in 
which the writer might begin to make her essay more provocative by exploring the difficulty of 
her experience. Where previously the student could only imagine different ways of telling the 
same story—with references to Halloween—she can now also begin to imagine a different way 
of approaching revision by focusing on moments of tension or discomfort.  
Interestingly, however, this shift does not seem to have been the product of any kind of 
response from the teacher. In her revision of the mini-anthology essay, the student foregrounds 
this re-assessment of her own writing further by rewriting the beginning of her essay to 
dramatize the realization:33 
‘Tick, Tick, Tick’ goes the clock. This was the irritating sound I was trying to fall 
asleep to. It was about 12:30 am and I just could not force myself to fall asleep. I put my 
pretty in pink earplugs in, but it still didn’t help one bit. I could not stop replaying the 
words of my instructor over and over in my head. It was like a tape player that had gotten 
stuck. “What was I doing wrong?” I kept asking myself. I was searching aimlessly to find 
an answer; I wanted to improve my essay and grade, but how could I possibly do this if I 
could not figure out my writing problem? Eventually, I got tired of thinking and drifted 
off to sleep in a state of confusion. 
The next morning, I woke up not only to my alarm clock, but also to my 
roommate freaking out. Her essay was due in two hours, and she had not even started to 
revise it. I told her I would help her proofread it. As I started to read, I felt my eyes get 
heavier and heavier until they finally closed; that’s when it hit me. I realized that my 
                                                 
33 See Appendix L for the full text of the essay with the teacher’s comments. 
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writing was doing the same thing to other readers. My essays were nothing but stories. 
They had no interesting facts or advice. I quickly finished helping my roommate, and 
started to work on my own essay. This is how it all started. 
In the narration of the student’s moment of discovery, we still see the gap in understanding 
between the teacher and the student. The student writes that after her conference, she was still 
“searching aimlessly” and that she “could not figure out my writing problem”; she still does not 
understand what her teacher wants. The student never says that she went back to reread her 
teacher’s comments in search of answers. Instead, the experience which seems to be the most 
important catalyst is that of reading essays by Rich and Early and articulating why she found 
them so powerful. Both of these essays evoke complex responses in the student—at times 
angering her, at times comforting her—and they have led her to decide that she wants her own 
writing to evoke similarly powerful responses in readers. This experience seems to have been 
reinforced when the student fell asleep reading her roommate’s essay and decided that she did 
not want her own writing to have the same effect on her readers. While the teacher’s comments 
and the teacher-student conference do seem to have caused the student some potentially 
motivating anxiety, the actual content of the teacher’s response does not seem to have made 
much of an impression. 
The teacher responds to this shift in thinking in an endnote which is much more 
enthusiastic than her assessment of the earlier revision of “Notes of a Native Daughter”: 
You’ve done such nice work revising your anthology introduction—first, by rewriting the 
introduction, and so framing the essay with your discovery, that the writing you admire is 
rich with insight. From here, you have included autobiographical story as a way to reflect 
on Early’s essay, as you did with Rich. And, if I remember the original correctly, you 
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have expanded the discussion of your own essay and how you might revise. What really 
strikes me this time around is the way you have shifted, ever so slightly, your response to 
Rich’s charge that married women, along with lesbians and prostitutes, have been forced 
to lie (you give her a little more credit) and the way your own story about black and white 
dolls say, in fact that these kinds of choices do matter. You and your friend both had dolls 
both black and white—how has this shaped you? Do you think most little girls, especially 
white, have the same experience? I tend to doubt it. I’d like to see you continue thinking 
about these two particularly difficult moments, these places of discomfort. You have 
gotten the hang of it Laura34—in this essay, I see your care, your energy and 
thoughtfulness, and this makes your writing both interesting and a pleasure to read. You 
use examples—both from the text and from your own life—to help the reader 
understand. Not dull in the least. You’ve done terrific work here. 
One quality of this endnote that I want to point out is the way in which the teacher’s perspective 
has shifted; she has taken on aspects of the student’s perspective by adopting her language and 
interests in places: “I see your care, your energy and thoughtfulness, and this makes your writing 
both interesting and a pleasure to read” (emphasis added), or “Not dull in the least.” Also worth 
noting is the way in which the student’s “discovery” and the foregrounding of that discovery in 
the revised draft seem to have caused the teacher to read differently sections of the essay that the 
student has not changed at all, such as the discussion of married women and lying. The teacher 
seems to be responding in some ways to the student’s declaration that she has learned something, 
rather than to actual changes in the student’s text. Although the student’s thinking about writing 
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has begun to change, that change has not yet been fully integrated into her writing itself, and it 
does not seem to be the change that the teacher had initially asked for. 
I have considered Rosenblatt and Iser’s theories of reading as ways of understanding 
what happens in the interpretive transactions surrounding teachers’ written response, and at this 
point I would like to bring in another approach that may offer a way of describing what happens 
in these papers. In “The Arts of the Contact Zone,” Mary Louise Pratt describes contact zones as 
“social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other” (Pratt 519).  The concept 
of a contact zone as Pratt defines it recognizes the ways in which interpretive encounters are 
usually not matters of easy communication between parties who share the same language, 
assumptions, and values but rather are often fraught with misunderstanding and missed 
connections: “Miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread masterpieces, absolute 
heterogeneity of meaning—these are some of the perils of writing in the contact zone” (Pratt 
524). She draws on several examples from both inside and outside the classroom to demonstrate 
how texts often fail to reach their audiences because of important and often unacknowledged or 
poorly understood differences between participants. 
In this series of student papers, we see the student’s thinking develop in a kind of contact 
zone in which the student and teacher have different ways of interpreting and writing about both 
texts and experiences. The student revised her anthology introduction at the midpoint of the 
course, and we do not see here what happens over the rest of the term. At this point, however, 
she seems to have developed an approach to reading and writing that combines her teacher’s 
interest in tension and discomfort with an interest in being more provocative for her readers, an 
interest that she has identified based on her own reading of others’ essays. The student, however, 
does not seem to have understood what her teacher has said about contradiction. The teacher 
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seems pleased with the direction the student is taking, but the student’s texts do not yet suggest 
that she has improved her ability to use her writing to recognize and examine contradicting 
positions, as the teacher had been pressing her to do. The student, for example, wants to convey 
more of the difficulty and discomfort of claustrophobia, and she sees the value of exploring her 
family’s reactions, but she does not take up the question of what it means to have a medical 
disorder versus a condition that can be overcome with will power. The fact that the student’s 
thinking does not exactly correspond to her teacher’s earlier written responses is not necessarily 
a problem, and it is entirely possible that her writing continued to develop in productive ways 
after this midpoint of the course. Nevertheless, it is hard not to suspect, based on these 
documents, that at least part of the lesson the teacher was attempting to teach went unlearned and 
that at this point in the course, there remained a degree of miscomprehension in the contact zone 
of this particular student-teacher relationship. 
 
In all of these examples, we see the written response of perceptive teachers, response that offers 
students interesting and potentially fruitful paths for revision. In each case, however, the 
commentary does not appear to have yielded the desired results to the degree that these teachers 
might have hoped. This disjunction suggests the importance of thinking about how we as 
teachers might help students to engage with the comments we write. Rosenblatt gives us a theory 
of reading that foregrounds the active role that the reader plays in transactions with texts and the 
importance of that reader’s perspective; in order to understand the perspective of the student 
reading a teacher’s comments, we must think about what that student may or may not know. 
Students know a great deal, but, especially in the case of first-year students, they have not 
necessarily been inducted into the ways of reading, writing and thinking that are commonly 
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valued in the academy—such as approaching a subject by complicating rather than simplifying 
it. In addition, comments that have the greatest potential to teach students something are often 
not written as a set of clear instructions. The comments I examine here present students with 
difficult intellectual challenges, and part of the students’ job in revising is to figure out what to 
do in response to those challenges. I am not suggesting that teachers should do that job for them; 
a great deal of learning happens in the struggle to figure out how to respond to difficulties. At the 
same time, though, there may be ways in which we can make it easier for students to understand 
and engage with what we write to them. Specific teaching practices are particular to individual 
teachers and their unique contexts and not something that can easily be prescribed by an outsider, 
but I would argue that a fundamental element of developing such practices might be for teachers 
to keep in mind the question of what differences between themselves and their students might 
make their comments difficult for students to read. Heightened awareness of this difficulty as an 
element of written response can in turn help us to become more aware of how we might offer 
students the support to engage with that difficulty more productively. 
In the next set of papers I consider, the teacher’s comments present students with 
difficulties with which they must engage, but we also see in the other course materials some 
ways in which the teacher provides various kinds of support that may help to make the comments 
more accessible to the student writers than they might be otherwise. These papers were written 
for a course on critical approaches to children’s literature. This was an upper-level course, but 
many of the students were majoring in Education rather than English and were taking it to fulfill 
School of Education requirements. They would have taken an introductory literature course as a 
prerequisite, but many of them may not have had extensive experience with the ways of reading 
and writing that are typical in English literature courses—particularly close reading, in which the 
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writer quotes passages from a literary text and states explicitly what she sees in them that leads 
her to draw certain conclusions. This kind of reading and writing can be tricky for students new 
to the discipline of English to master. It requires an approach to reading that can feel slow and 
unnatural, and it requires the writer to consider what details she may need to point to in a passage 
in order for her interpretation to be clear and persuasive to someone else. For someone with 
experience in the discipline of literary studies, the phrase “close reading” would quickly signal 
this kind of reading and writing, but a student with less experience might not know what kind of 
work “close reading” calls for. In the comments and papers below, however, we see the teacher 
employ several practices to help students to engage with the work that he outlines for them in his 
written response. 
Because this teacher’s written comments bear a close relationship to the other organizing 
documents of the course, I will look at the course description and assignments along with papers 
from two students with the teacher’s comments. The course description clearly sets out the 
teacher’s goals, which involve introducing students to the practices of close reading and the kind 
of critical debate characteristic of this academic discipline: 
The emphasis throughout the semester will be on close reading of the critical as well as 
the fictional works, and we will consider the importance of critical debate and revision to 
the literary and cultural analysis of works for young people. The writing assignments for 
the course will enable students to understand the interpretive stakes of such critical 
scrutiny and revision in the context of both their own work and the assigned readings. 
The first assignment for the course asks students to “analyze a particular thematic issue involved 
in the Grimm brothers’ ‘Cinderella.’” The teacher tells the students to write a “carefully 
organized and elegantly written paper” on “a single topic that interests you intensely,” language 
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which conveys high expectations for both the students’ writing and their engagement with the 
subject. The assignment also advises students that “specific, unpredictable topics will make your 
arguments more focused, well-organized, and exciting to write and read.” Students are invited to 
think of this work in a way that might be unfamiliar to them—as being potentially exciting for 
both themselves and the teacher and peers who will eventually read the resulting papers. This 
assignment also does a considerable amount of instructing. Students are given the following 
quite specific advice: 
Begin with a well-focused introductory paragraph that lays out the topic of the paper: in 
the first sentence, state the argument you will prove about the particular thematic issue on 
which you have chosen to focus (i.e., state your thesis); in the remaining sentences of this 
paragraph, state the claims you will address in order to prove your thesis.  Then offer 
tightly organized paragraphs in which you prove each claim in turn by examining in 
detail passages from the text of “Cinderella.”  Each of these examinations should offer 
the components of a close reading, as follows: quotations from the text of “Cinderella” 
in support of your claim; and an analysis of each quotation that demonstrates the validity 
of your claim.  Your analyses of the quotations should demonstrate the validity of your 
claim by scrutinizing in detail the language of the text—the individual words, images, 
metaphors, etc. that appear in the quotations from the text and how they operate. 
(emphasis in original) 
This assignment attempts to help student engage with the work of “close reading” by defining 
the phrase: quote the text and analyze the specific language of the passage you quote. Consistent 
with the assignment, the in-text comments on these papers are very focused in intent and tend to 
do one of three things: correct sentence-level errors, indicate where the student needs to do more 
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In 
or better close reading, or point out problems with the conventions of writing literary criticism. 
The teacher does a great deal of sentence-level editing, some of it quite directive. For example, 
on the opening paragraph from one student’s essay, he has made the following 
corrections/suggestions:35 
 
 
Within the Grimm brother’s version of the fairytale “Cinderella,” birds are used 
as a representation of freedom, justice, and solace that is sought by Cinderella and an 
extension of her mother from the grave. The birds seem almost omniscient, giving the 
reader the impression that they are an extension of a higher power, which is introduced as 
a possibility within the first paragraph of the tale. The primary interactions of birds 
within the story involves them granting Cinderella’s every wish; they appear to be the 
only source of happiness in her life. 
 
 
Only one of these marks corrects an actual error, the note on the first sentence pointing out the 
need for the plural possessive form, “brothers’.” The other marks aim to improve the writer’s 
style, the choices she has made that are not necessarily incorrect but that the instructor thinks are 
inelegant or, as we so often write, awkward. The conventional wisdom in composition often says 
that this kind of attention to sentence-level issues is better left for later drafts. Nancy Sommers’s 
“Responding to Student Writing” takes the influential position that focusing on sentence-level 
errors in a text like this one, which is the first draft of the first essay of the course, sends a 
                                                 
35 This essay appears in full as Appendix M. 
Which one? You need the plural possessive
Awk—
break into 
2 shorter 
clearer 
sentences 
You don’t need all that 
verbal clutter. “The 
birds grant C’s every 
wish” is all your 
sentence says. 
in 
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confusing message regarding the hierarchy of concerns in revising. We often think of texts in 
terms of spatial metaphors such as “surface” versus “depth” or “local” changes versus “global” 
ones and argue that comments on early drafts should focus students’ attention on “deeper” or 
“more global” matters of ideas and save the details for later. Viewed within this framework, 
these might very likely be judged poor comments which direct the student’s attention to the 
wrong issues.  
I want to consider a different way of framing this kind of commentary, however, one that 
allows us to see what kind of work it is doing and what it has to offer for the student. I want to 
distinguish between editing that simply attempts to “clean up” a text and comments that attempt 
to teach writing by showing the student, using her own text, what other options might be 
available at the sentence level. One could argue that these comments convey several messages to 
students. One of these is that matters of correctness and prose style are to be taken very seriously 
in this course. Another possible message, however, is that writing is often a matter of attending 
to a number of issues, all of which demand awareness at one point or another and sometimes 
simultaneously. Such comments as these might be read as indicating that the text is conceptually 
final, as previous scholarship has argued, but they might also be read as suggesting that work on 
this level will be an ongoing matter of concern, something to practice in every draft. These 
comments, if framed in the right way by the teacher, could be interpreted as teaching the student 
to read her own writing more carefully by enacting the kind of reading the teacher would like to 
see.  
However, in addition to the difficulty related to being potentially unfamiliar with the 
methods of close reading, students could be quite intimidated by such intense scrutiny of their 
writing and by the feeling that the teacher is going to read every word so closely. Because this 
 196 
passage was taken from the first assignment that students completed for this course, the teacher’s 
heavy, sentence-level commentary may have come as something of a shock. Many of these 
students may not have felt that they had the ability to meet the teacher’s expectations of their 
writing style and grammatical correctness. I would argue, however, that this teacher does the 
kind of framing that would help students read these comments as more than slash-and-burn 
editing in several ways. First, he includes brief marginal notes which explain the suggestions he 
has made. When crossing out language from the third sentence of the passage above, he explains 
this choice, saying “You don’t need all that verbal clutter. ‘The birds grant C’s every wish’ is all 
your sentence says.” He also refers to these sentence-level issues in this passage in his typed 
endnote: 
Your writing in the paper is often solid, though wordy at the beginning and cluttered with 
the occasional awkwardness thereafter; you should also attend closely to all of my 
comments on the paper so as to produce really high-quality prose in your future writings. 
The teacher uses his endnote to underline the comments that he has written in the student’s text 
and to call direct attention to the particular details of the student’s own language as an area to 
which she should devote time and energy throughout the course. This commentary turns the 
teacher’s textual corrections into a kind of writing lesson. Bringing attention to this aspect of 
writing in multiple places encourages the student to think about her sentences rather than simply 
making corrections and moving on. 
The other subject of most of the comments on these papers is close reading of the literary 
text the paper addresses. For example, in the margin beside this paragraph, the teacher makes the 
following notes: 
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After Cinderella had completed her task, she is then able to attend the 
festival. As her stepmother mentioned, Cinderella could not attend in such a 
disheveled appearance so she goes to her mother’s grave to wish for gold and 
silver, assumingly with which to buy an appropriate dress and to clean up. 
However, what she is presented with is an elaborate dress of gold and silver. 
Here, the birds have given her a dress that elevates her above the rest of the young 
women in attendance and, accordingly, has given her an advantage in meeting the 
prince. In fact, the second and third dresses were far more magnificent than the 
first and it was these dresses that captivated both the prince and the other people 
at the festival. Here, as following with the culture of that time, we see that the 
birds (or Cinderella’s mother) are concerned with the suitable marriage for her 
daughter. 
 
 
In this paragraph the student describes the events of the text but does not work with the specific 
language, and the teacher’s comment points out that she is not doing the kind of work that he 
expects. As with the papers I examine earlier, it is quite possible that the student is to some 
degree unfamiliar with the practices of this course and may not yet have developed the ability to 
write explicitly about the details of a literary passage as consistently as this teacher would like. 
This lack of familiarity could present some difficulty for the student in responding to this 
comment. In the subsequent paragraph, however, the student does focus her analysis on 
particular words, and the teacher calls attention to this moment enthusiastically: 
plot 
summary 
NO quotes or 
close reading = 
no analysis here 
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After the third time Cinderella evades the prince, and he decides to use the 
shoe she had left behind to find his “true love,” the birds reveal the true owner of 
the golden slipper. After the prince is almost fooled by each of the stepsisters, and 
begins to drive away with them, the birds cry out “Looky, look, look at the shoe 
that she took. There’s blood all over, and the shoe’s too small. She’s not the bride 
you met at the ball,” (Grimm 91). Other than their most obvious act of pointing 
out that the stepsisters are, indeed, not the correct girl, the birds allude to another 
point. By referring to the woman he was seeking as “bride,” the birds are given an 
omniscient quality are [sic] responsible for his correct choice of bride. Not only 
did they know that he was taking a wife, they made certain that he knew 
Cinderella was the one. The fact that the birds are the main cause of the prince 
and Cinderella’s union ties into the fact that, as mentioned before, the Grimm 
brothers established a connection between the birds and Cinderella’s mother. 
In this paragraph the student shifts her mode of working with the text from the more general 
description of narrative that we saw before to a more focused mode of developing a point based 
on the particular choice of the word “bride.” The marginal comment praises her work and tells 
the student clearly that here she has done what is required—a particular kind of close reading—
and that this way of talking about the text is what she needs to do more often. Working with the 
student’s own text, the instructor uses the marginal notes as part of a lesson in close reading, 
showing her where she’s working well and where she needs to work differently; he points out 
where the student’s writing is lacking, but he also provides her with a specific example of what 
she can do to improve. In his endnote, the instructor reinforces the message that this instruction 
is to be applied to other situations by again calling attention to this paragraph: 
Good: This 
is a close 
reading of 
the text. Do 
that kind of 
work in 
every 
sentence  
and you’ll 
write very 
successful 
papers. 
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This paper on the role of birds in the Grimms’s “Cinderella” offers an outstanding close 
reading on page 4, where you note that the use of the word “bride” suggests that the birds 
have omniscience and are responsible for the prince’s correct choice of bride. Excellent. 
Now, provide just such a close reading in support of every point you make in the entire 
rest of the paper, such that each of your claims is followed by a similarly detailed 
examination of the text. There are too many vague generalizations and not enough close 
readings throughout the paper. 
The instructor underlines his marginal notes by pointing again very clearly and specifically to the 
place in the text where the student has succeeded. 
There is a very specific kind of teaching that happens in the set of drafts which I am using 
this paper to represent, teaching which focuses on what it means to write in the discipline of 
English, and there is a recursive quality to the teacher’s comments and the other course 
materials. The writing problems this instructor puts before the student in responding to this early 
draft are not about the student’s larger argument; they are more about the specific practices of 
reading and writing as a literary critic. The papers reveal a multifaceted lesson in close reading; 
the instructor asks for close reading of literary texts, and he also insists that the students read 
their own writing equally closely, showing them what that means by reading and editing closely 
himself. The specificity of the endnote above, in which the instructor cites particular passages of 
the student’s text, emphasizes this quality. The technique of using the student’s own sentences to 
illustrate the kind of close work with quotations the instructor wants to see keeps the student 
present in this written exchange in a way that might not happen if he had directed her to some 
outside example of “good close reading” for her to imitate. The comments on this paper are 
closely linked to the goals that the teacher outlines in the course description, which include 
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improving the students’ close, critical reading skills and honing their prose style, and this 
consistent focus throughout the teacher’s communications with students may provide a kind of 
support for students as they work to meet the standards the teacher has set for them. The focused 
nature of the comments and the other course materials—the way that all of these texts address 
the same few issues—presents students with a well-defined set of problems to address and gives 
them multiple opportunities to understand these issues and to change their reading and writing in 
response.   
The assignment for the second paper continues the focused emphasis on close, critical 
reading. Students are asked to compare passages from two different versions of Frances Hodgson 
Burnett’s A Little Princess: 
First, review the assignment for Paper 1 and, following scrupulously its 
instructions regarding argumentation, close reading, and style, produce an analysis of the 
passage or passages from Sara Crewe by examining the themes that dominate the text 
and the formal techniques with which these themes are rendered—including word 
choices, metaphors, details of characterization, etc.  Then, account for how Burnett 
revises the passage or passages in A Little Princess. Identify the passage (or passages) 
from the later text that are complementary to—that parallel or approximate—the passage 
(or passages) from the earlier one and explain the changes, however subtle, that Burnett 
made in her revision.  Although it is important to be aware of what is absent from Sara 
Crewe and is then added in A Little Princess, what you should not do in this paper is 
provide a mere catalog of the additions.  Rather, analyze the textual differences between 
what does appear in the earlier text and how that material is presented differently in the 
later one.  If an addition is made to the passage in the later text, feel free to discuss it—
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but keep the focus on how this addition changes the textual nature of the work (rather 
than how it merely complicates the plot, adds a character, etc.).  You should scrutinize 
the complementary passages sentence-by-sentence, image-by-image, word-by-word, 
punctuation mark-by-punctuation mark and explain the way in which each of the 
alterations transforms the presentation of the material in the passages.  
The task of comparing specific passages continues the focus on close reading by putting students 
in a position where they must identify and account for specific differences in order to do the 
work of the assignment. The final sentence of this paragraph in particular instructs students in the 
closeness of the reading they are being asked to perform. As in the first assignment, the format 
here is quite directive and students are told explicitly what to do, which may help them to do the 
kind of specialized, disciplinary reading and writing that the teacher is asking for.36  
In her response to the assignment for Paper 1, the writer of the next essay failed to 
provide any example of close reading that the teacher could praise. The endnote the teacher 
writes in response to that earlier paper focuses on this absence, repeating the instructions from 
the assignment: 
This paper on deception in the Grimms’s “Cinderella” offers, on page 4, the very 
insightful comment that “Cinderella is just as guilty as her stepsisters and stepmother” 
and that “the only difference seems to be that Cinderella did [sic] not cause physical harm 
                                                 
36 It is possible to argue that the direction to attend to each change at the level of individual words and punctuation 
marks could lead students astray if they have not been instructed in the complexities of textual transmission and the 
ways in which texts can change for a variety of reasons other than the author’s deliberate choices. However, the 
teacher is attempting to introduce a particular way of reading to students who are likely to be largely inexperienced 
with this kind of work; he may be exaggerating his description of the methods of close reading because he knows 
that most of the students will not complete the assignment exactly according to the instructions on their first try. He 
also may not want to distract them by introducing elements of complexity and uncertainty, such as the various 
reasons that changes can be made to a text, at this point in the course. The students would, however, eventually need 
some sense of how texts can change over time in order to understand the implications of this mode of reading more 
fully. 
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to others or herself in order to obtain her goal.” However, all such points must be proven 
by means of close reading, which is the heart of any good essay in an English literature 
class such as [this one]. You must prove each claim in your essay by examining in detail 
passages from the text. Each of these examinations should offer the components of a 
close reading, as follows: quotations from the text in support of your claim; and an 
analysis of each quotation that demonstrates the validity of your claim. Your analyses of 
the quotations should demonstrate the validity of your claim by scrutinizing in detail the 
language of the text—the individual words, images, metaphors, etc. that the text uses and 
how they operate in the quotations. You offer the quotations, but they are usually 
preceded and followed by plot summary, not by strong claims and close readings. 
By repeating the language of the assignment in the endnote, the teacher does two things. First, he 
continues his focus on specific aspects of students’ reading and writing. The student may have 
found this repetition frustrating, but the endnote also gives her a repeated opportunity to gain 
experience with the methods of reading and writing that are essential for success in this course. 
Second, the teacher again explains what he means by “close reading” rather than assuming that 
the student will understand the language he is using.  
Within the framework of this course, the student’s second paper shows marked 
improvement over her previous effort, especially in terms of close reading, and the teacher 
acknowledges this improvement in his marginal notes. The first paragraph contains some editing, 
but the notes on the rest of the paper consist mainly of affirmative check marks beside lines 
where the writer is doing the kind of close reading the teacher wants to see. For example, in her 
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analysis of two corresponding sentences from Sara Crewe and A Little Princess, respectively, the 
student writes,37 
When Sara’s outfit is described in Sara Crewe it is called a dress: “She had 
picked out a black velvet dress she had outgrown” (Burnett 192). When 
Burnett revises this passage, however, she changes the word dress to 
frock” (66). While the high-quality velvet fabric remains the same, the 
term frock implies a much less attractive ensemble than dress does. A 
frock is defined as being an “unfitted, comfortable garment for wear in the 
house” (Wikipedia), and in no way signifies Sara’s once high fashion 
wardrobe. By making this change, Burnett more clearly demonstrates just 
how far down the social ladder Sara is being made to fall – she is no 
longer able to wear dresses but must only wear frocks. 
The student demonstrates the attention to specific language that was lacking in her previous 
paper, and the teacher notes this with three check marks in the margin beside the passage. The 
endnote reinforces the marginal notes: 
This paper comparing Sara Crewe to A Little Princess makes a number of very 
good points about the depiction of Sara and how it depends in large part on the 
interpretation of her clothing, in particular the black dress that signifies her mourning and 
then her poverty. Your central observations about the depiction of the dress are very 
convincing; in a few places (3 top in particular), but the paper needs expansion in terms 
of its close reading. For the most part, however, this is a very strong start, and you will 
                                                 
37 This essay appears in full as Appendix N. 
?
?
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find numerous points of contact between your argument and the critical works by Connell 
and Reimer to which we will turn our attention next. 
Your paper is generally well-written, though you should attend closely to all of 
my comments on the paper so as to produce the best possible second edition of Paper 2. I 
look forward to reading that revision. 
Again, the instructor begins with a general, positive comment in which he summarizes the 
student’s argument, and then calls for more close reading. The first paragraph concludes with 
praise for what the student has done well and a gesture toward connections between this paper 
and the next section of the course. There is no explicit reference to the student’s earlier paper, 
but when read in relation to the instructor’s comments on the student’s previous essay, this 
endnote clearly points out the improvements the student has made, a move which can help the 
student see the relationship between her two texts and the direction in which her work needs to 
continue. The concluding paragraph addressing writing issues is also more positive than that of 
the previous endnote. The instructor explicitly marks his written comments as an important part 
of instruction by encouraging students to read them carefully and take them seriously. 
Responding to marginal comments on the first draft of Paper 2, the student continues to improve 
her close reading and her control of her prose when she revises it. This paragraph is from the first 
version: 
 
The additions that Burnett makes to the text also help to better characterize Sara 
and give her a lowly appearance. When Sara’s dress is mentioned in Sara Crewe there is 
no adjective describing it: “she had decided to find a black dress for herself, and had  
 
well, “black” is 
an adj. here  
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picked out a black velvet she had outgrown” (Burnett 192). When this same dress is 
mentioned in A Little Princess an adjective appears: “She had put on … the cast-aside 
black-velvet frock” (66). By using the adjective cast-aside, Burnett indicates that Sara, 
too, has now become cast-aside. She is being made to wear an outfit that has been 
discarded and rejected, which will turn out to be the exact way that Sara is treated from 
this point forward in the novel. 
 
The teacher’s comments instruct the student in close reading in two ways. First, they push her to 
explain her reading of the quoted sentence in greater detail by marking the word “indicate” as the 
moment where something important is glossed over in this account of reading. The comment 
asks the student to think further about what she sees that she’s not yet describing—what exactly 
is it about Burnett’s sentences which indicates this relationship between Sara and her dress? 
Second, the comments on this passage press the student to be more careful in her own reading 
and writing: do not say there is “no adjective” when there is one, and revise subsequent 
sentences to reflect this change. Here is the relevant portion of the student’s revised paragraph:38 
The additions that Burnett makes to the text also help to better 
characterize Sara and give her a lowly appearance. When Sara’s dress is 
mentioned in Sara Crewe it is only described as being black and velvet: 
“she had decided to find a black dress for herself, and had picked out a 
black velvet she had outgrown” (Burnett 192). When this same dress is 
mentioned in A Little Princess another adjective appears: “She had put on, 
without Mariette’s help, the cast-aside black-velvet frock” (66). By using 
                                                 
38 This essay appears in full as Appendix O. 
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the adjective cast-aside, Burnett indicates that Sara, too, has now become 
cast-aside. She does this by pointing out that Sara does not have the help 
of her French maid, Mariette, any longer, because if she did she would 
never have had to put on a dress by herself. Sara is also being made to 
wear an outfit that not only does not fit, but has been discarded and 
rejected – something that would not have occurred when Sara’s father was 
alive. By wearing a cast-aside dress, Sara takes her first steps toward 
losing her princess title. 
In responding to her teacher’s urging that she expand her account of her reading, the student has 
written a fuller, better supported, and more persuasive representation of her engagement with this 
passage. The minor changes in the way she refers to the language of Burnett’s passage also 
reflect the work of a writer who is in the process of becoming a closer reader of her own 
language. The teacher’s endnote reinforces this work:  
This revised, second edition of your Paper 2 does a very good job of improving and 
expanding on your previous comparison of Sara Crewe to A Little Princess. Your claims 
throughout about the depictions of Sara’s clothing—which were convincing to begin 
with—are strengthened analytically and tightened stylistically: well done. 
The techniques this teacher uses to help students engage with his comments are similar to those 
recommended by other teachers who have written about commenting practices. Nancy Sommers, 
for example, has argued that “[t]he key to successful commenting is to have what is said in the 
comments and what is done in the classroom mutually reinforce and enrich each other” and that 
“classroom activities and the comments we write to our students need to be connected” 
(Sommers 155). I read Sommers’s references to “what is done in the classroom” and “classroom 
??
yes—good 
close 
readings in 
this  ¶ 
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activities” as gestures toward the larger context of the course, which includes course descriptions 
and assignments, and I would argue that this teacher provides the connection between written 
comments and their pedagogical context that Sommers describes.  
As I have suggested, readers come to texts with perspectives shaped by different 
experiences and social and institutional situations, and their interpretations can be quite different 
from what a writer or other readers might expect.  Take for example, the miller in Carlo 
Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the Worms, who adapted material from his reading in often 
surprising and unpredictable ways to develop religious theories that were his own combination of 
both high and popular culture, and who was consequently accused of blasphemy. Although the 
classroom does not carry such severe penalties, it does carry its own risks and punishments, and 
there are consequences for misreading between teachers and students. Teachers may be 
frustrated in their efforts to communicate what they believe they have to offer their students, and 
students may suffer in terms of both missed learning opportunities and unsatisfactory grades. 
Although some of the most interesting moments of teaching can happen when students do not do 
what we think we want them to do, difficulty in making meaningful connections with students in 
our written responses is worth teachers’ time and attention. Teachers do not necessarily know 
what their students know or how they think, and incorrect assumption about students can cause a 
great deal of misunderstanding. 
Specific teaching practices must be tailored to particular teachers and their goals and 
methods, as well as to particular students, and what works in one situation may not work in a 
different context with a different conjunction of student, teacher, and course. The teacher of 
children’s literature asks his students to do a kind of work—supporting an argument with 
evidence gathered through close reading—that may be easier to address through written 
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comments, in which he can show students specifically where they might have made different 
choices. For the complex, sophisticated thinking that the first two teachers ask of their students, 
other kinds of support may be required. The writer of the Moby-Dick paper, for example, may 
have needed to speak to the teacher in person and to study examples of the kind of critical 
writing the teacher describes in her endnote in order to develop the understanding that could lead 
to a satisfactory revision. For the student who wrote about her claustrophobia, a closer 
examination of Baldwin’s essay in relation to her own might have yielded a better understanding 
of the complexity the teacher was pushing her toward. There are many other possible 
interventions that could help students to work with comments that call for meaningful but 
difficult work, but in working out particular practices for writing to their students and for 
situating those written responses in a larger pedagogical context, teachers can start by asking in 
what ways we might be speaking to students in language that they are not prepared to understand 
and presenting them with tasks that they might not be prepared to undertake.  In doing so, we can 
begin to think about how we might help our students to engage with comments that present 
considerable difficulties but also opportunities for significant learning. 
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6.0  AFTERWORD 
I began this study with an image in my mind of the papers with comments that frequently sit in 
boxes outside teachers’ offices gathering dust, papers that teachers have placed there to be 
collected by students who did not think them important enough to make the trip. I undertook this 
project with a vague sense that the papers in those boxes represented intellectual work that I 
wanted to understand better and to make more visible to other teachers. Through this study, I 
have come to understand the process of revising with teachers’ comments—when it goes well—
in a particular way. The comments force the writer to encounter another’s perspective, and they 
provide a concrete place—the written page—where this can happen. By themselves, comments 
do not do the work of integrating the reader’s response into the writer’s perspective, but they 
serve as a kind of opening move in the process. The integration happens through the work of 
revision, during which the writer attempts in some way to reconcile the two perspectives, her 
own and her reader’s. This work requires the writer to return to her own text and to consider 
where the reader’s comments have changed her thinking and where she disagrees with the reader 
and wants to stand her ground, or to do something different entirely. In examining texts with 
comments, I have also come to think of the work of responding to them as something that cannot 
be taken for granted. As teachers, we do not always think about how our comments will be read 
by students, and we frequently do not make the work of interpreting those comments visible in 
our classroom instruction.  
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When I think back on my commenting experiences as a teacher, I am most aware of 
moments—many of them, over the years—when I received revised papers from students and was 
surprised that they had done so little in response to what I had written. I was a bit puzzled by this 
phenomenon. Whether I was teaching composition or literature, I always discussed revision with 
my students, explaining that I saw revision as a process of re-thinking and re-seeing rather than 
changing a word here or there. In several courses I assigned Nancy Sommers’s “Revision 
Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers” and was gratified by the resulting 
conversations I had with students, who were often surprised and interested to read about an 
approach to revision that was unfamiliar to them and to see that real writers actually revise in this 
way. But I was frequently disappointed to see that students had done far less with my comments 
than I imagined or hoped. I was then left wondering, was I unclear? Did I ask too much? Was 
this student just pressed for time or uninterested in the work? How should I evaluate this effort, 
based on the quality of the draft itself or the quality of the revision, or both? 
One lesson I have learned from this study that I would apply to these situations in the 
future is a heightened awareness that interpreting and responding to comments involves 
particular kinds of reading and writing—sometimes awkward and difficult—that we should not 
necessarily expect students to do well without instruction and assistance. I have considered these 
difficulties throughout this study, but I want to recall them here. On one level there is the 
difficulty of simultaneously reading one’s own writing and the writing of another, shuttling back 
and forth between the texts. On another level, there is the difficulty of making sense of how 
someone else sees your writing from their own perspective. Had I given these difficulties more 
thought, I might have spent even more time in class discussing revision, and I might have 
discussed it in different ways. I might have asked students to think of the task of responding to 
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another’s comments—not just revising, but revising specifically in response to others—as a 
specific kind of work and engaged them in more conversation about why this kind of revision is 
hard, what problems it presents, and what value it might have for the writer. Foregrounding these 
difficulties with students might have created a better forum for discussing revision strategies that 
would better equip students to respond to the challenges of revising for an audience of teachers. 
In the more recent work I have done in a professional setting, I have been extremely 
interested to observe writers—writers who are not students but are not necessarily experienced or 
skilled writers—struggling with these same difficulties. The government agency where I 
currently work as an editor and writing coach functions in some ways as a large publishing 
house. Small groups of auditors, many of whom are in their mid to late twenties and have 
recently completed two- or three-year graduate programs, perform original research and write a 
large number of reports every year. These auditors are primarily trained in public policy or law, 
and their writing experience and ability varies widely. The production process involves a number 
of reviewers who read the reports and give comments to which the writing teams must respond. 
These reviewers tend to be upper-level managers; they enjoy a great deal of authority, and the 
writers must respond to their comments by making the changes that are requested in order for the 
report to continue to the next stage in the process that leads to final publication. Sometimes these 
changes are very specific, such as changing particular words or phrases, and sometimes they are 
less so, such as changing the overall tone or approach of a piece of writing. 
My role in this process is to help the writers in whatever ways they need, similar in some 
ways to a tutor or consultant at a university writing center, and I often help them respond to these 
comments. I have been quite interested to observe the interactions between the writers and their 
readers and to notice that the difficulties they face are similar to those faced by students who 
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must respond to the comments of teachers. Sometimes the difficulty is with handwriting, and it is 
amazing how years as both a teacher and student of composition have prepared me to decipher 
others’ scribbling. Often, though, the difficulty lies in understanding the reader’s perspective and 
what motivated him to ask for certain kinds of changes. I often function as a mediator between 
the writers and the readers, and this process is one of negotiating between different perspectives. 
A team of auditor/writers spends up to a year working on a single report, and by the time the 
report enters the final review process, they have spent so much time thinking about the data, the 
argument, and the draft that they often cannot imagine saying anything in a different way and 
have great trouble shifting into a mode of thinking in which the draft is again fluid and open to 
change. The reviewers tend to have less knowledge of specific data but greater experience with 
the field of knowledge in general, as well as more experience with those in Congress who have 
requested that the research be done and the report be written. Both groups are often unaware of 
the differences that motivate each other to think, write, and read in particular ways; they are able 
to convey their own perspectives but have more trouble understanding the perspectives of others 
(or, at times, insufficient interest in doing so). The review process involves receiving comments 
from at least three and sometimes as many as seven or eight reviewers within the agency, as well 
as from any external government agencies that were discussed in the report. The team must 
respond to all of these comments in some way, either by making changes or by explaining why 
they chose not to make the changes, and the process of responding to so many readers, often 
simultaneously, can be extremely stressful for even the most experienced writers. 
Another observation I have made is that the people who learn from this process—both 
how to navigate a number of competing readers and how to anticipate what particular readers 
will want—do well and generally have an easier time than the ones who have more trouble with 
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it and are not as easily able to learn with each new reviewing experience. Some writers resist 
every request for a change because they have difficulty understanding the thinking behind the 
request, but the ones who tend to be more successful and less frustrated are those who are able to 
stay flexible in their posture toward the text and who have learned to judge when to cooperate 
with a reader and when to stand their ground. The more successful writers are also more aware of 
the perspectives of their readers—perspectives which are shaped by both experience and 
personality—and this awareness enables them to make changes more quickly and smoothly. For 
most writers, though, learning to negotiate this process is not automatic, and I believe that 
explicit instruction in the work of responding to readers would help writers not only in academic 
settings but in professional ones as well. Writers would be better able to learn from their readers, 
and they would be more consistently successful at navigating the process of receiving and 
responding to comments. 
I have also noticed that many experienced professionals who have done well as writers in 
this setting—many of them managers with considerable authority and responsibility—are often 
puzzled at the difficulty that some have with the writing process and frustrated with some 
writers’ inability to improve their writing and revising over time. This agency does offer 
extensive writing instruction, but that instruction tends to focus primarily on such issues as the 
features of this particular genre of report or the expected writing style. There is little discussion 
of the process of producing a draft over time, and no discussion of what is involved in 
responding to the comments of readers. Revision is usually viewed as punishment for an 
inadequate first draft rather than an inherent part of the writing process (this despite the fact that 
some kind of revision inevitably takes place), and it is not valued as an opportunity to improve a 
draft in response to other readers. In addition, writing that is considered to be inadequate is often 
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simply rewritten by others in order to save time, especially when the writer is relatively 
inexperienced, so that the original writer has little opportunity to learn anything that she can 
bring to her next writing task. Many in the agency express what I believe is genuine interest in 
finding ways to teach people to write better, but (perhaps not surprisingly) there appears to be 
little or no understanding of the value of revision for the writers themselves.  
The work that I have done in this study could potentially continue in many directions. In 
some ways, however, the work of developing connections between composition instruction in the 
academy and the writing students will do when they leave the academy and enter professional 
spheres seems to me to be of particular urgency and interest. Thinking and learning do not end 
when students leave college, and I think that by incorporating some of the ideas that I explore in 
this study into, for example, professional writing courses, we can better prepare students to 
continue using writing and revising as part of that thinking and learning. By paying more explicit 
attention to the intellectual work of responding to comments in professional contexts, we may be 
able to better prepare students for the writing they will do in a variety of settings in which they 
will likely be expected to write and revise in response to the demands of readers. Many writers 
might be better able to respond to readers if they had a better understanding of the clash of 
perspectives that is inherent in the commenting/revising process. If writers were more aware of 
the differences between their own perspectives and those of their readers, they might be better 
able to respond to those readers, and they might experience less distress in the process. I also 
believe that it could be productive to find ways of making the work I have begun in this study 
available to those working in professional settings who are interested in writing instruction (or 
“training,” as it is more likely called). By taking my work in this direction, I hope to develop 
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connections between the writing and learning our students do in the academy and the writing and 
learning they will continue to do once they leave college and enter the workplace. 
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